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 Abstract 
 
In the current climate of high-stakes educational accountability, school leaders are 
charged with not only ensuring sustainable school improvement but also addressing and 
rectifying achievement gaps that exist across student subgroups, fully complying with national 
and state educational mandates, and successfully overseeing all managerial aspects of their 
positions. The challenging demands associated with creating a learning-focused school culture 
demand a paradigm shift away from traditional authoritative leadership models that 
conceptualized the principal as the sole heroic leader whose charisma and vision, alone, could 
elevate school improvement to a leadership model that presents leadership in terms of activities 
and interactions that are distributed across multiple people and situations. 
The purpose of this comparative study was to critically examine the leadership practices 
of two Illinois elementary school principals who functioned as exemplary literacy leaders within 
their buildings, exploring the actions and activities of these principals to build their staffs’ 
professional capacities, positively influence student learning, as well as the challenges and 
barriers they encountered when attempting to act as a literacy leader and the strategies or 
practices employed to overcome them. Data were collected through 12 interviews of principals, 
district administrators, assistant principals and teachers, observations of building leadership 
during eight visits, and document analysis. The participants included two principals; each 
interviewed on three different occasions; two central office supervisors; two assistant principals; 
and 13 teachers, including classroom teachers, reading specialists, special education teachers, 
and a fine arts teacher. Observations of building leadership during data meetings and staff 
meetings and information from document analysis also provided relevant data for this study.
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 Findings demonstrated that the two literacy leader principals engaged in various practices 
and behaviors to ensure that high impact literacy teaching and learning occurred within their 
schools. In addition to establishing a strong culture of learning in general and literacy learning in 
particular, the principals developed strong systems and structures to proactively monitor 
students’ literacy achievement, engaged in ongoing collaboration with and professional 
development for teachers to expand their literacy leadership and instructional capacities, and 
strategically allocated resources such as prioritizing uninterrupted instructional time for literacy, 
providing curricular materials and funding for staff development, and maximizing human 
resources within the organization to advance the literacy mission of their schools. The principals 
also were skilled at purposefully distributing leadership to engage multiple stakeholders to apply 
their leadership skills and expertise toward making a substantive contribution to the 
organization’s literacy mission, which in turn increased the leadership density of the school. The 
findings from this study also suggested that literacy leader principals’ efforts to build 
organizational capacity were strengthened by their purposeful efforts at fostering school climates 
that engender high levels of trust and respect.  
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“The impact of your life will not depend on how hard you worked. But rather,  
how many leaders you raised up.” Oscar Muriu 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
As the formal leader of the school, the principal is responsible for ensuring that every 
student experiences academic success. Over the past few decades, there have been increasing 
expectations on principals to steadily improve levels of student achievement, ensure high teacher 
quality, and fully comply with ever-expanding federal, state, and district educational mandates 
(Spillane & Hunt, 2010). To successfully fulfill these expectations, effective principals must 
engage in leadership practices that surpass the compliance-driven focus of transactional, top-
down leadership models. Instead, highly effective principals must embody a more advanced 
paradigm of leadership by serving as the lead learners of their schools.  
Through her/his actions, conversations, and decisions, the learning-focused principal 
bolsters new capacities in teachers and motivates staff to collectively strive for high impact 
teaching and learning (Day & Leithwood, 2007). Numerous researchers have concluded that 
there is a critical connection between learning-focused leadership practices of principals and 
effective classroom teaching and learning (Hallinger, 2005; Leithwood & Louis, 2012; 
Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009; Southworth, 2004). Among their numerous responsibilities, 
effective principals closely evaluate the quality of their teachers’ classroom practices, facilitate 
professional development and collaboration opportunities for the staff, and ensure teachers’ 
access to quality curricular and instructional resources (Glickman, 2002; Lambert, 2006).  
High quality literacy teaching and learning is at the core of highly effective schools and, 
therefore, the principal must function not only as a learning leader but also as a literacy leader 
who elevates the levels of literacy teaching and learning within the entire organization. Strong 
literacy skills are the most critical skills students attain throughout their formal school 
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experience, as it is largely through one’s ability to skillfully read and comprehend text that 
she/he accesses all content-specific learning (Good, Simmons, & Kame’eenui, 2009; Routman, 
2012). During the primary elementary grades (kindergarten-grade 2), foundational reading skills 
such as phonemic awareness, phonics, oral reading fluency, basic vocabulary, and 
comprehension are the emphasis of literacy learning. However, when students enter the 
intermediate elementary grades (grades 3-5), academic demands sharply increase, resulting in a 
significant shift in expectations from students learning to read to students reading to learn. 
Some researchers have rejected this dichotomy of “learning to read” and “reading to learn,” 
noting the importance of students in all grades, including those in primary grades, learning from 
reading and reading content that is worth knowing (Pearson, 2011; Stahl, 2011). The ability of 
students to use reading, writing, and academic language as tools for accessing content area 
learning is of critical importance, as growing body of empirical research provides evidence that 
literacy skills function as an essential gate-keeping skill for elementary students in regard to not 
only all their formal school-based learning but also to their eventual access to postsecondary 
education and career options as adults.   
Several studies have suggested that the reading ability of intermediate elementary 
students is predictive of not only their eighth- and ninth-grade reading level but also their 
likeliness to graduate high school, attend college, and function productivity in their chosen 
careers. Lesnick, Goerge, Smithgall, and Gwynne (2010) reported the following key findings 
from a 12-year longitudinal study of 26,000 students in Chicago Public Schools: (a) students 
who read above grade level in third grade graduate from high school and enroll in college at 
higher rates than peers who read at or below grade level in third grade, and (b) students’ third 
grade reading level is a significant predicator of eighth grade reading level. Lesnick et al. cited 
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the need for additional research to explore the “extent to which getting students at- or above-
grade reading levels in third grade is able to change the trajectory of student performance” 
(p. 28).  
The findings of Lesnick et al. (2010) were consistent with a study conducted by 
Hernandez (2011) of nearly 4,000 elementary students, which revealed that approximately 16% 
of students who were not reading at a proficient level by the end of third grade did not graduate 
from high school on time—a rate four times greater than their peers who had attained reading 
proficiency. Furthermore, this study found that children from low-income families who were not 
proficient readers by the end of third grade had an even higher likelihood of not graduating high 
school, at 26%. Hernandez summarized the findings of this study as a double jeopardy scenario 
for children living in low-income households, because “they are more likely to have low reading 
scores, and at any reading level, they are less likely to graduate from high school” (p. 8). The 
implications of being a struggling reader extend far beyond challenges within the context of 
formal schooling. 
Additional research has suggested that adults with lower literacy skills and education 
levels may have higher rates of unemployment, poverty, and incarceration (Kutner et al., 2007; 
Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin, & Palma, 2009). According to the National Center for Education 
Statistics (2011), individuals who drop out of high school experienced a poverty rate of 30.8%, 
whereas adults who obtained a bachelor’s degree had a poverty rate of 13.5%. According to the 
most recent report from the U.S. Department of Justice (2003), 41% of inmates in U.S. State and 
Federal prisons and local jails in 1997 had not completed high school or its equivalent. 
Attributing causation to macro societal issues such as unemployment, poverty, and incarceration 
is a highly complex task with many factors to consider; however, the findings of these research 
	  	  
4	  
studies suggest that the absence of strong literacy skills may limit individuals from accessing 
resources, furthering their education, and obtaining employment. 
Given what is known about literacy as a key determinant of academic, social, and 
economic access issues, is incumbent upon educators in the nation’s school systems to fully 
equip students with the skills and knowledge to successfully reach this intermediate elementary 
school reading milestone in order to securely set each child’s academic trajectory toward leading 
a robust literate life. Furthermore, it is critical that principals function as skilled and committed 
literacy leaders who craft a compelling vision of students mastering literacy learning and 
building the individual and organizational capacity to enact this vision.  
Statement of the Problem  
Because of the irrefutable importance of acquiring strong literacy skills, low literacy rates 
among U.S. students and adults present a considerable educational challenge for educators in 
elementary schools. According to student achievement data from the 2013 National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), only 35% of U.S. fourth graders and 36% of U.S. eighth 
graders read at a proficient level (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2013). 
Illinois students have demonstrated literacy rates consistent with low national averages. In 2013, 
66.6% of fourth grade students demonstrated below basic or basic reading achievement skills on 
the Illinois Standard Achievement Test. Among fourth grade students who demonstrated below 
basic or basic reading achievement skills, 83.6% were from economically disadvantaged 
households. Illinois students in eighth grade demonstrated similarly low reading achievement 
skills with 66.2% of students reading below or basic reading levels. Among students in these 
categories, 81.4% were from economically disadvantaged homes (Illinois State Board of 
Education, 2013).  
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Moreover, according to the 2013 ACT Report on College Readiness, only 44% of all 
ACT-tested high school graduates met the ACT College Readiness Benchmark in Reading. In 
fact, over the past 4 years, the highest proportion of U.S. high school graduates meeting the ACT 
College Readiness Benchmark in Reading was 53% in 2009 (ACT, Inc., 2013). It is especially 
concerning to review the Reading scores of non-White and non-Asian student subgroups. Only 
16% of African-American students, 26% of American Indian students, 29% of Hispanic students, 
and 33% of Pacific Islander students met the Reading Benchmarks, which is significantly lower 
than the 54% of White students and 55% of Asian students who met the Reading Benchmarks 
(ACT, Inc., 2013). In 2013, only 30-39% of ACT-tested high school graduates met three or four 
college-readiness benchmarks (ACT, Inc., 2013). 
In the United States, the impact of low student literacy levels foreshadows a larger 
literacy crisis among adults. According to results from the most recent National Assessment of 
Adult Literacy (NAAL) in 2003, which surveyed over 19,000 U.S. citizens aged 16 and older, 
14% of adults read at or below a fifth-grade level and only 29% could read at the eighth-grade 
level. This study also found that between 21-23% of U.S. adults were unable to locate 
information in text or make low-level inferences from printed materials. Furthermore, 43% of 
adults in the lowest literacy category were living in poverty, which further underscores the 
significance of national literacy crisis (NAAL, 2003). According to Kirsch, Braun, Yamamoto, 
and Sum (2007), the percentage of jobs that require college-level and higher level literacy skills 
far outnumbers the percentage of U.S. students who read at a proficient level on the NAEP. The 
financial impact of the national literacy deficit is as much as $16 billion per year from 
remediation efforts and decreased productivity (Greene, 2000). 
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Comparing the literacy levels of U.S. adults to their international peers further 
emphasizes the U.S. literacy crisis. According to the 2013 Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) Survey of Adult Skills, U.S. adults’ literacy levels 
ranked 15th out of 23 countries. With an average literacy score of 270, the United States placed 
below the international average of 273 and far below other nations such as Japan, whose score 
was 296, and Finland, whose score was 288 (OECD, 2013). Low literacy levels among U.S. 
citizens inhibit our nation’s ability to be fully engaged in a global economy; consequently, 
raising the level of student and adult literacy is a critically important issue for educational 
leaders.  
Currently, 44 states (including Illinois) and the District of Columbia have adopted the 
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in English Language Arts and mathematics, through an 
education initiative sponsored by the National Governors Association (NGA) and the Council of 
Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) in response to the low levels of college and career 
readiness among U.S. high school graduates (CCSSI, 2014). The CCSS authors identify literacy 
as the cornerstone of all learning and argue for elevated expectations for K-12 students. In the 
Common Core, a literate person in the 21st century is defined as the following: 
Students who meet the Standards readily undertake the close, attentive reading that is at 
the heart of understanding and enjoying complex works of literature. They habitually 
perform the critical reading necessary to pick carefully through the staggering amount of 
information available today in print and digitally. They actively seek the wide, deep, and 
thoughtful engagement with high-quality literary and informational texts that builds 
knowledge, enlarges experience, and broadens worldviews. They reflexively demonstrate 
the cogent reasoning and use of evidence that is essential to both private deliberation and 
responsible citizenship in a democratic republic. In short, students who meet the 
Standards develop the skills in reading, writing, speaking, and listening that are the 
foundation for any creative and purposeful expression in language. (CCSSI, 2014, p. 3) 
 
Among U.S. students, there is a considerable discrepancy between current literacy levels 
and what has been established by the CCSS as the learning expectation (Calkins, Ehrenworth, & 
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Lehman, 2012; Fisher & Frey, 2013). Due to the current educational climate of low national 
literacy rates coupled with elevated expectations for students at all levels, elementary principals 
are challenged to ensure all students in their schools reach the long-term goals of college and 
career readiness as well as global readiness. 
Rationale for the Study 
Numerous scholars have found that effective principals directly and indirectly influence 
student learning through numerous behaviors, including setting directions, developing people, 
redesigning the organization, and improving the instructional program (Copland, 2003; 
Hallinger, 2005; Knapp et al., 2006; Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, & Porter, 2007). These 
leadership practices influence the organizational context and classroom practices of teachers, 
which in turn, directly influence student learning. According to Leithwood and Louis (2012), 
“school leadership, from formal and informal sources, helps to shape school conditions 
(including, for example, goals, culture, and structures) and classroom conditions (including the 
content of instruction, the size of classrooms, and the pedagogy used by teachers)” (p. xxvii). 
Although it is clear that principals play a central role in fostering learning organizations (Louis & 
Wahlstrom, 2012), there remains a significant need for further examination of the leadership 
practices of highly effective elementary school principals in regard to literacy leadership. School 
principals who function as literacy leaders make concerted efforts to apply their leadership 
toward establishing an organizational premium on high impact literacy teaching and learning 
(Booth & Roswell, 2007; Fullan, 2007). Principals who are literacy leaders effectively plan, 
launch, and monitor school literacy initiatives (Booth & Roswell, 2007). These principals 
effectively integrate distributed and instructional leadership practices to build the collective 
capacity of the teaching staff (Anderson, 2012).  
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Research has shown that the principal plays a key role in creating a learning organization, 
which is positively associated with improved student achievement (Louis & Wahlstrom, 2012). 
As the learning leader, the principal’s actions influence the quality of teachers’ classroom 
practices, which directly affect students’ acquisition of strong literacy skills (Copland & Knapp, 
2006).  
The effectiveness of leadership practices on the teaching and learning in the intermediate 
elementary grades (grades 3-5) is particularly important to investigate for several reasons. 
During their intermediate elementary years, students make the critical transition from learning to 
read in kindergarten through second grade to reading to learn in third through fifth grade. In the 
“reading to learn” phase, students encounter texts that are more varied, complex, and 
linguistically and cognitively challenging and also begin to use reading as a tool for learning 
across all subject areas (Chall & Jacobs, 2003). The application of strong literacy skills in grades 
3-5 provides a strong foundation of literacy skills that is necessary for middle school, high 
school, and postsecondary education (Buly & Valencia, 2002). As noted earlier, several 
researchers disagree with separating the reading process into two distinct categories of “learning 
to read” and “reading to learn” (Pearson, 2011; Stahl, 2011), arguing that all students require 
explicit instruction and opportunities to develop their skills in decoding unfamiliar texts and 
engaging in meaning-making processes while reading. 
Although there is abundant research in the respective fields of educational leadership and 
literacy teaching and learning, there has been little research that investigates the intersection of 
these important topics (Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012). As such, school leaders have not 
had access to a research-based leadership framework to inform their leadership efforts as it 
relates to raising the levels of all students’ literacy learning. Therefore, this proposed study on 
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literacy leadership is significant because it will address this overlooked area in educational 
leadership.  
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to critically examine the leadership practices of 
two intermediate elementary school principals in Illinois public school districts who function as 
exemplary literacy leaders of their schools. In an effort to contribute knowledge to the current 
body of research on effective literacy leader practices, data were collected through a comparative 
case study. 
Research indicates that effective principals foster the formation of educational 
organizations that are relentlessly focused on improving student learning (Burch & Spillane, 
2003; Chenoweth, 2009; Fink & Markholdt, 2011; Leithwood & Louis, 2012). Research also 
suggests that effective leaders are proficient at distributing leadership responsibilities throughout 
the organization to develop the collective capacity and promote a school-wide commitment to 
literacy teaching and learning (Murphy, 2004; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004). This 
multi-site case study sought to examine the leadership practices of high impact literacy leaders 
and their effects on teaching and learning in an intermediate elementary school context. Through 
direct observations, in-depth interviews with literacy leader principals and their staff members, 
and a document review, this study aimed to examine how effective literacy leader principals 
develop the professional skills and capacity of their faculty in order to improve student learning. 
The empirical findings of this research aimed to influence future educational policies and 
principals’ leadership practices, as their awareness of their significant role as literacy leaders is 
enhanced.  
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Research Questions 
This study has addressed the following research questions:  
1. In what leadership behaviors and activities do literacy leader principals engage as they 
establish a school culture devoted to high impact literacy learning? 
2. How do intermediate elementary principals who are literacy leaders develop the 
collective instructional and leadership capacity of their faculty to facilitate student 
literacy proficiency? How does distributed leadership influence this process? 
3. What obstacles have these principals encountered and overcome when establishing a 
focus on high impact literacy teaching and learning?  
Conceptual Framework 
 Aspects of the leadership for learning and distributed leadership were incorporated into 
the development of a conceptual framework for literacy leadership (Figure 1). The leadership for 
learning framework includes five key elements: establishing a focus on learning, building 
professional communities that value learning, engaging external environments that matter for 
learning, acting strategically and sharing leadership, and creating coherence (Copland & Knapp, 
2006; Knapp et al., 2006). A subset for leadership for learning, distributed leadership provides a 
framework in which leadership is viewed as a set of interactions and activities shared across 
multiple people in an organization, rather than leadership involving the actions of a singular, 
formal leader (Copland, 2003; Spillane, 2006; Spillane et al., 2004; Timperley, 2005). The 
literacy leadership framework is built around the idea of principals shaping a vision of academic 
success for all students and achieving this vision by developing the leadership skills and 
instructional capacities of their faculty.  
	  	  
11	  
 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework for studying leadership for learning practices that focus on 
student achievement in the area of literacy learning. Adapted from Knapp et al. (2006).   
 
School-Level Leadership  
Empirical research over the past several decades has examined the influence of principal 
leadership on school effectiveness and student learning, including qualitative case studies, large-
scale quantitative examinations of leadership effects on schools and students, studies 
investigating the effects of specific leadership practices, and studies on the effects of leadership 
on student engagement (Hallinger, Bickman, & Davis, 1996; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; 
Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Leithwood & Louis, 2012; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). The 
findings of this body of research confirm a significant and favorable relationship between 
principal leadership and student learning. When considering all school-related factors, principal 
leadership is second to only the quality of curriculum and classroom instruction in its influence 
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on student learning (Leithwood & Louis, 2012; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 
2004).  
Research has confirmed that, although principals have an indirect effect on student 
learning they have a direct influence on teachers’ classroom practices, which in turn, directly 
influences student learning (Leithwood et al., 2004; Supovitz, Sirinides, & May, 2010). Marks 
and Printy (2003) examined the leadership practices of principals of high-achieving schools and 
found that effective principals shared leadership with their faculty and partnered with teachers to 
address improving student learning. Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) conducted a meta-
analysis reviewing how school principals’ leadership behaviors influenced student learning and 
identified an average positive correlation of .25, further underscoring the significant importance 
of effective school leadership.  
The conceptual framework for literacy leadership reflects the mediated effects of 
principal leadership that result in improved student learning. In order to function as a literacy 
leader, a principal must have a strong foundational knowledge of literacy principles, including 
the key tenants of the reading process and the nature of cognition (Booth & Roswell, 2007; 
Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012). Furthermore, principals whose leadership activities 
support students’ literacy learning must have a strong understanding of best practices in literacy 
teaching and learning, including using balanced literacy and incorporating assessments for 
learning. Without a deep understanding of literacy content and knowledge of effective teaching 
and learning practices, principals will be limited in their ability to expand the professional 
capacity of their teachers, effectively supervise literacy instruction that includes meaningful 
feedback to assist teachers in improving their classroom practices, and oversee the 
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implementation of a school-wide instructional framework for literacy (Dowell et al., 2012; 
Reeves, 2008). 
In addition to possessing deep knowledge related to literacy and learning, the principal 
plays a key role in establishing a learning culture within the school. As the lead leader, she/he 
must be more than just current in knowledge of teaching and learning—she/he must make 
learning central to her/his work, including publicly modeling and sharing her professional 
inquiry and intellectual curiosity (Copland & Knapp, 2006). Also included in this framework is 
the creation and maintenance of robust and active professional learning communities among the 
staff. The building principal and her/his teachers investigate and learn collaboratively. The next 
area of the conceptual framework for literacy leadership features the mediating effects of 
principal leadership on school and classroom conditions.  
School conditions. The literacy leader principal must be steadfast in establishing a 
school-wide focus on high impact literacy (Dowell et al., 2012; Murphy, 2004). It is necessary 
for principals to re-establish and re-commit to literacy on a continual basis, as there are many 
issues within a school that can compete for the attention of teachers and administrators. 
Secondly, effective learning leaders ensure organizational and instructional program coherence 
within the organization. Highly coherent organizations have tight alignment among goals, 
programs, policies, professional development, and learning, and there is strong collaboration 
among stakeholders including teachers and parents (Knapp et al., 2003, 2006). Third, in order to 
support high impact teaching and learning practices, the principal must ensure there are adequate 
uninterrupted periods within the instructional day for daily literacy instruction (Murphy, 2004). 
As the formal leader of the organization, the principal must protect teaching and learning time 
from non-essential interruptions. Fourth, the principal who is a literacy leader closely monitors 
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student-learning data and works collaboratively with staff to ensure there is effective 
programming in place to support students who need remediation with reading (Murphy, 2004; 
Fisher & Frey, 2013). Lastly, literacy leaders foster strong partnerships with families in order to 
promote lifelong reading skills (Murphy, 2004).  
 Classroom conditions. Principals directly influence classroom conditions in numerous 
ways, including supporting quality instruction and ensuring that resources are available to 
support teaching and learning. Teacher supervision and evaluation is a key responsibility of all 
principals (Reeves, 2008). To ensure high impact teaching and learning practices, it is essential 
that principals regularly observe classrooms and follow observations with timely and high-
quality feedback to teachers so that continuous improvement can occur (Danielson, 2007; Hattie, 
2012). Observations of this nature are often described as walk-throughs, and the purpose is to 
frequently observe instruction, review teachers’ implementation of the curriculum, and monitor 
student learning. After classroom walk-throughs, effective principals provide ongoing feedback 
to teachers to enhance their professional practice. Rather than only during a formal observation, 
effective leaders for learning are committed to consistently visiting classrooms to gain a more 
fully informed understanding of teachers’ instructional practices that contribute to high impact 
student learning (Reeves, 2008).  
Frequent classroom observations also enable principals to identify patterns of 
instructional and assessment practices, student learning, and curricular needs in their schools 
(Marzano, Frontier, & Livingston, 2011). These patterns then can assist in the identification of 
school-wide and individual-level professional development needs (Knapp et al., 2006). In 
addition to providing effective supervision and professional development for their staffs, literacy 
leader principals ensure teachers have adequate resources to provide high-quality instruction, 
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including extensive school and classroom libraries that feature a range of genres, and leveled and 
authentic texts (Fountas & Pinnell, 1999, 2000; Keene, 2012; Routman, 2002).  
 The leadership practices that have been described above do not occur in isolation. Rather, 
effective literacy leaders lead through the lens of the leadership for learning framework, which 
includes incorporating distributed leadership. The effective literacy leader principal knows that 
the work of ensuring school-wide, high impact literacy skills among all students is not a one-
person responsibility. By harnessing the unique talents and varied expertise of numerous 
educators throughout the school in leadership roles, the principal will increase the collective 
capacity of her/his entire school (Mayrowetz, Murphy, Louis, & Smylie, 2007). Furthermore, by 
using the distributed leadership model, a sense of shared ownership of the mission of high impact 
literacy will be fostered among all stakeholders.  
Overview of Research Methodology 
This qualitative study investigated the leadership practices of two literacy leader 
principals who work in elementary schools in Illinois school districts that include intermediate 
grades (third through fifth). A comparative case study design, through the examination of the 
leadership practices of two elementary principals, was used to gain a more informed 
understanding of leadership for high impact literacy teaching and learning (Creswell, 2009; 
Merriam, 2009).  
Purposeful, chain-referral, and snowball-sampling methods were employed to select 
participants for this research study (Krathwohl, 2009; Merriam, 2009). Principal participants 
were selected based on predetermined criteria including the following: development by the 
principal of a school culture focused on high impact literacy teaching and learning, establishment 
of key structures and systems to continuously build the collective capacity of the teaching staff, 
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and the existence of effective systems to monitor and evaluate literacy instruction in classrooms 
(Booth & Roswell, 2007; Dowell et al., 2012; Fink & Resnick, 2001; Knapp et al., 2006; 
Murphy, 2004; Reeves, 2008). Selecting principals who have effectively facilitated continuous 
improvement in teaching and learning practices over time was critical to the nature of this study, 
and therefore, only principals who led their schools for a minimum of 3 years were considered 
for this research study.  
Additionally, only principals leading academic successful schools were considered for 
inclusion in the study. The schools selected for this study also must have demonstrated student 
achievement outcomes on the Illinois Standardized Achievement Test (ISAT) that are higher 
than the average Illinois student achievement. In an effort to enrich the quality of this research 
study, demographic characteristics of the student body were considered when selecting 
principals. Having participants from different school communities, geographical regions, and 
personal backgrounds contributed to the generalizability of results from this study. Principal 
gender, ethnicity, and school demographics also were considered, with an objective of selecting 
two diverse case sites. However, it is important to note that identifying principals who met the 
established criteria and led highly successful schools took priority over their gender or the school 
demographics in the selection of subjects. 
Potential subjects were screened through brief telephone interviews to ensure they would 
be appropriate subjects for the study. Once two effective leaders were identified, in-person 
interviews, on-site observations, and data collection occurred. Data from on-site observations 
and interviews were coded and key themes that emerge were analyzed.  
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Limitations 
There are several limitations specific to this case study research, including a small sample 
size, a limited time period during which the data was collected within each school, and the 
inherent limitations associated with several of the data collection methods employed in this 
study. Patton (2002) stated, “sample size depends on what you want to know, the purpose of the 
inquiry, what’s at stake, what will be useful, what will have creditability, and what can be done 
with available time and resources” (p. 244). Although case study sites were identified using 
recommendations from multiple statewide and regional professional organizations and student 
achievement data, inevitably, not every literacy leader within Illinois was identified for the focus 
of a case study. Additionally, this study occurred over a period of 11 months, which is a rather 
limited time to gain comprehensive data for analysis. Furthermore, the data collection methods 
employed for this study posed several limitations. Information was collected through individual 
and group interviews, observations, and document reviews. Interviews rely on accurate self-
reporting from the individuals being interviewed, which was difficult to verify. The limited 
available time to establish trust with the participants posed a challenge to obtaining accurate and 
truthful responses from the interviewees. The collection of data from observations was limited by 
time, which prevented the ability to develop thick and rich description that would have been 
ideal in order to draw compelling conclusions. This study did not include observing classroom 
literacy instruction, which is another important limitation to any conclusions that can be reached 
as a result of the data collected.  
The scale of this study also resulted in limitations of generalizing conclusions to the 
broader educational context. Krathwohl (2009) defined external generality as “the judgments that 
the findings have generality beyond the circumstances of this study and provide conceptual (e.g., 
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sampling broadly), and empirical support (e.g., sampling appropriately)” (p. 60). The scope of 
this research study was narrow, as it considered only a small number of elementary schools and 
principals in Illinois.  
Delimitations 
For the purposes of this research study, the comparative case study was delimited to two 
principals of Illinois public elementary schools that include intermediate grades (grades 3-5). 
Schools that contain only grades 3-5 as well as schools with additional grades, such as K-5 or K-
6 schools, were eligible for consideration. Charter schools, private schools, alternative schools, 
and parochial schools were not considered for this study, as the focus of this research is on 
leaders in public school settings.  
 The instrument used to indicate student literacy achievement for the purposes of this 
study were limited to considering students’ literacy growth on curriculum-based measures such 
as the Fountas & Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System or the Developmental Reading 
Assessment as well as student growth on the literacy section of the ISAT or the Measures of 
Academic Progress Test (MAP). Although this method enabled consistent comparison between 
the two schools, these assessment measures were limited in their ability to measure important 
factors associated with high impact literacy teaching and learning. 
 This study did not focus on the specific literacy instructional practices of individual 
teachers, but rather leadership provided by the principal to support her/his staff’s development of 
professional capacity and expertise regarding literacy teaching and learning. Specifically, this 
study aimed to consider and analyze the leadership activities of the principal as a leader for 
literacy learning.  
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Significance of the Study 
Current reading levels among U.S. students are substandard (ACT, 2013; NAEP, 2013), 
with implications reaching far beyond simply affecting the college and career options for 
individuals who do not possess robust literacy skills. A nation comprised of poor readers 
presents a significant limitation for sustaining a stable and productive democracy as well as a 
strong and globally competitive U.S. economy (Murphy, 2004; Wharton-McDonald, Pressley, & 
Hampston, 1998). Claiming that students’ access to literacy learning is a civil rights issue 
(Greene, 2008; Winn & Behizadeh, 2011), researchers have challenged schools to consider 
literacy as a basic right in order to “ensure our educational system empowers every student to 
become fully literate” (Plaut, 2009, p. 1).  
According to Kameenui et al. (1998), research is not lacking on how to successfully 
promote solid literacy skills in all students. Despite this empirical knowledge, it appears that 
elementary teachers continue to struggle with promoting effective literacy skills development 
within their classrooms, as fewer than half of U.S. fourth-graders read at or above a proficient 
level (NAEP, 2013). Even more alarming are the literacy skills of African-American, Hispanic, 
and low-income students, which are significantly lower than their Asian and White peers. These 
literacy achievement gaps have remained relatively constant over the last several decades, as 
have the flat lined student achievement scores on the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP, 2013).  
This research study is significant in that it addresses a gap in the scholarly research on the 
intersection of effective leadership for learning practices and high impact literacy teaching and 
learning practices. With flat-lined U.S. student literacy achievement and mounting competition 
from an increasingly global society, there is a compelling need for further investigation into this 
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topic in order to equip school leaders with the knowledge and skills to serve as effective literacy 
leaders within their educational settings, and as a result, positively influence student 
achievement.  
Definition of Terms 
Distributed leadership: A leadership framework that conceptualizes leadership through 
the activities, interactions, context of various actors within the learning organization (Spillane & 
Diamond, 2007; Timperley, 2005). Leadership is not limited to those with formal leadership 
roles, but rather, is available to anyone in the organization.  
Leadership for learning: A leadership framework that emphasizes creating powerful and 
equitable learning opportunities for students and stakeholders within a school through leadership 
that follows five areas of action: establishing a focus on learning, building professional 
communities that value learning, engaging external environments that matter for learning, acting 
strategically and sharing leadership, and creating coherence within the educational system 
(Knapp et al., 2003).  
Literacy: The ability to read well, which requires the ability to recognize print and 
construct meaning from text (Keene et al., 2011; Murphy, 2004). The definition of literacy has 
evolved from a text-driven definition that primarily considers the reader’s ability to decode text 
to one that focuses more on the interaction between the reader and the meaning of a given text. 
This interaction between the reader and text conceptualizes literacy as “ways of thinking” 
(Calkins, 2001; Langer, 1991). In more recent definitions of literacy success in the 21st century, 
there is an even-greater emphasis placed on students closely and critically reading texts in a 
manner that will not only enable them to comprehend but also enjoy the text and also develop 
	  	  
21	  
skills to be a literate person in college, their future career, and life (National Governors 
Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). 
High impact literacy leadership: Leadership that is strategically focused on ensuring that 
high impact literacy teaching and learning practices are occurring within the school. High impact 
literacy leaders incorporate the following practices into their leadership to raise the collective 
instructional and leadership capacity of their staff and facilitate student literacy proficiency: 
establishing literacy as a priority, developing an appropriate platform of beliefs, ensuring quality 
instruction, maximizing time for literacy teaching and learning, constructing a quality program, 
assessing performance and ensuring accountability, creating a coherent and aligned reading 
system, fostering staff development and promoting communities of learners, forging links 
between home and school, and building capacity (Booth & Roswell, 2007; Murphy, 2004). 
Teacher leadership: As a subset of distributed leadership, teacher leadership refers to the 
leadership actions and informal and formal roles that teachers have within a school. Teacher 
leadership is demonstrated through different dimensions of practice including: professional 
development of colleagues through mentoring and coaching, participation in decision-making 
processes, and participating in managerial tasks (Hart, 1995; Heller & Firestone, 1995; York-
Barr & Duke, 2004). 
Summary 
 This chapter provided the rationale for this research study of elementary school literacy 
leader principals who effectively steward high impact literacy teaching and learning. It included 
the purpose of this study, which was to identify the leadership practices of Illinois elementary 
school principals who serve as literacy leaders in order to elevate student learning. Chapter 2 
presents a review of current literature as it relates to school leadership, high impact literacy 
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instructional practices, and the role of the elementary school principal in stewarding the high 
impact literacy teaching and learning in their school. Chapter 3 features the specific elements of 
the research design and methodology including the research questions, design of the study, 
population and sampling, procedures, data collection, and data analysis. Chapter 4 examines both 
of the cases in detail, recounting the unique traits and context of each site. Chapter 5 reports each 
of the research questions in a cross-case analysis, providing findings for each question and 
comparison across the cases. Chapter 6, the final chapter, provides a summary of the research 
study, including the statement of the problem, a description of the methodology, and the major 
findings. Additionally, the research questions are explored, offering a context from which to 
interpret the results of the study. Chapter 6 concludes with a discussion of the results to allow for 
a more in-depth explanation of the findings, implication of the study, and recommendations for 
further research.  
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Chapter 2 
Review of the Literature 
The contemporary literature on school leadership has documented that principals have an 
indirect, yet measurable effect on school effectiveness and student learning (Hallinger & Heck, 
1996; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Second only to teacher 
effectiveness, a principal’s influence on student learning largely is mediated through her/his role 
in creating conditions within the school that positively influence classroom practices (Murphy, 
Elliott, Goldring, & Porter, 2007; Supovitz et al., 2010). In the current educational accountability 
climate, school leaders are confronted with a myriad of pressures to not only ensure sustainable 
school improvement but also to address and rectify achievement gaps that exist across student 
subgroups, fully comply with national and state educational mandates, and oversee all 
managerial aspects of their positions. 
The formidable demands associated with creating a learning-focused school culture 
necessitate a critical shift away from traditional authoritative leadership models that have called 
for a single heroic leader whose charisma and vision, alone, could elevate school improvement to 
a leadership model that conceptualizes leadership in terms of activities and interactions that are 
distributed across multiple people and situations (Camburn, Rowan, & Taylor, 2003; Copland, 
2003; Elmore, 2002; Spillane et al., 2004). The distributed leadership model emphasizes the 
activities and interactions that are tied to the core work of the organization, which for schools, is 
teaching and learning (Spillane & Diamond, 2007).  
Moreover, there is growing consensus among educational researchers that the capacity 
for schools to achieve high levels of student achievement is associated with learning-focused 
leadership, which is referenced in the professional literature as leadership for learning (Knapp et 
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al., 2003, 2006). School principals who model leadership for learning tenants place an explicit 
focus on teaching and learning as the core technology of the school and ensure all other aspects 
of the organization serve to continuously improve this core technology for the ultimate aim of 
improving student learning (Murphy et al., 2007). By serving as the lead learner of the 
organization and distributing leadership to draw upon the faculty’s collective leadership capacity 
and instructional expertise, principals can effectively facilitate high-quality teaching and learning 
practices that positively influence school improvement (Elmore, 2000; Fink & Markholt, 2011; 
Fullan, 2001; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Marks & Printy, 2003).  
When considering the range of effective classroom practices within a school setting, 
literacy teaching and learning holds a nonpareil position of importance. Educational and 
economic research has long confirmed the paramount importance of students acquiring strong 
literacy skills throughout their K-12 educational experiences (Coburn, 2001; Fullan, 2007; 
Ontario Principals’ Council, 2009; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). The absence of robust literacy 
skills presents significant barriers for students, not only during their formal education years but 
also throughout their adult lives. Research has shown that compared to their highly literate peers, 
children who read below grade level in upper elementary school may be more likely to face 
economic uncertainty and higher levels of unemployment as adults (Lesnick et al., 2010; Lyons, 
2003). Beyond the salient academic and economic implications for the lives of individual 
students, literacy education makes a significant societal impact, as highly literate citizens are 
better able to actively contribute to the democracy. Murphy (2004) explained: 
The success of the nation is inexorably linked to high levels of literacy in society. High 
levels of literacy are implicated in the struggle to create a socially just society and the 
quest to deepen the bedrock of democratic community in the nation. High levels of 
literacy also mean high levels of human capital, the engine for the economic health of the 
country in a post-industrial world. (p. 69)  
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Despite this consensus among researchers, policymakers, and educators, U.S. students’ 
literacy rates have remained stagnant for decades. According to student achievement data from 
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 2013) in 2013, only 35% of U.S. 
fourth-grade students and 36% of eighth-grade students read at a proficient level (Table 1). 
According to student achievement data from the 2013 Illinois Standardized Achievement Test, 
only 24.7% of Illinois fourth-grade students and 30.3% of eighth-grade students demonstrated 
proficient reading skills, reflecting literacy achievement levels below the national average.  
Table 1 
 
Percentage of Students Reading at a Proficient Level on National Assessment of Educational 
Progress, by grade and selected student characteristics, selected years 1998-2013 
 
 1998 2005 2011 2013 
 Grade Grade Grade Grade 
 4 8 4 8 4 8 4 8 
 
All students 
 
29 
 
33 
 
31 
 
31 
 
34 
 
34 
 
35 
 
36 
Male 27 26 29 26 31 29 32 31 
Female 32 39 34 36 37 38 38 42 
White  37 39 41 39 44 43 46 46 
African American 10 13 13 12 17 15 18 17 
Latino/a 13 14 16 15 18 19 20 22 
Eligible for free and 
reduced lunch 
13 14 16 15 18 18   20 18 
Not eligible for free 
and reduced lunch 
40 38 42 39 48 45 51 45 
Note: Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (2013).  
 
Even more concerning are the dramatic literacy achievement disparities across student 
subgroups. For example, White students have consistently higher proportions of students reading 
at or above a proficient level when compared to their African-American and Latino/a peers. 
Moreover, there is a sizable achievement gap between students who qualify for free and reduced 
lunches and those who do not. Among Illinois students in fourth grade, 32.2% of White students 
read at proficient levels, whereas only 10.9% of African American and 15.7% of Latino/a 
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students demonstrated the same skill levels (Illinois State Board of Education, 2013). Although 
students from economically disadvantaged households have made incremental gains in recent 
years (NAEP, 2013), the overall picture of literacy levels among U.S. students is bleak. There is 
an overwhelming need for a renewed commitment among school leaders and educators to do 
whatever it takes to promote widespread improvement by raising the bar and closing the literacy 
gap for all students. Recent educational policy shifts reflect a nationwide emphasis on addressing 
stagnant student achievement. Currently, 44 U.S. states (including Illinois) and the District of 
Columbia have adopted the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in English Language Arts 
and mathematics (CCSS, 2012). This education initiative, which is sponsored by the National 
Governors Association (NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), was in 
direct response to the low levels of college and career readiness among U.S. high school 
graduates. The authors of the CCSS identify literacy as the cornerstone of all learning and argue 
for elevated expectations for all K-12 students. CCSS supporters have demanded an acceleration 
of students’ literacy achievement and emphasis on such important skills as deep comprehension 
of text, writing in a range of genres, problem solving, and close interpretive reading (CCSS, 
2012). To meet the demands of the CCSS, the vast majority of U.S. schools will need to make 
significant shifts in teaching and learning practices (Calkins, Ehrenworth, & Lehman, 2012; 
Fisher & Frey, 2013).  
In order to support students’ acquisition of robust literacy skills, principals must position 
student learning at the very center of their schools’ focus by creating a culture of literacy in their 
schools, understanding literacy principles and practices, creating literacy success, continually 
assessing the quality of the literacy curriculum and instruction, and allowing literacy to permeate 
daily practice within the school (Fullan, 2007; Murphy, 2004). According to Booth and Roswell 
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(2007), “the principal’s role is much more that of a mediator and animator, helping to establish 
conditions that can move toward supporting all children’s expectations and possibilities as 
literate humans” (p. 9). Principals most support their teachers to ensure students become 
dedicated and expert readers who initiate reading in their own lives (Calkins et al., 2012).  
This review of literature seeks to identify, elaborate, and clarify existing knowledge about 
school leadership as it relates to influencing student achievement, in general, and student literacy 
achievement, in particular. Additionally, this review will examine current research on quality 
teaching and learning practices and how teacher leadership activities influence student literacy 
learning. The frameworks of distributed leadership and leadership for learning will be reviewed 
in an effort to explore what is currently known about effective principal leadership practices that 
positively influence student literacy achievement. Despite the ample research on distributed 
leadership and leadership for learning, considerable gaps remain in the literature that demand 
further exploration into how these leadership frameworks can be used to demonstrate how 
principals effectively provide literacy leadership. 
High Impact Teaching and Learning 
When considering the variables over which schools have control, teacher effectiveness 
has been shown to have the strongest influence on student achievement (Hattie, 2012; Marzano, 
2003). The definition of quality teaching has evolved over time to include setting high 
expectations for all students, using effective instructional and assessment methods, and 
developing positive relationships with students (Danielson, 2007; Hattie, 2012). Teaching 
methods that have been shown to have a strong connection with high levels of student learning 
include direct instruction and inquiry-based learning.  
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The direct instruction model emphasizes teacher control of the classroom and 
instructional pacing to ensure student learning (Adams & Engelmann, 1996). In direct 
instruction, the teacher begins with a clear sense of the learning intentions and criteria for 
students to demonstrate understanding of the learning objectives. During the lesson, the teacher 
provides deliberate modeling and appropriate feedback and also checks for student 
understanding before moving to guided practice, when students demonstrate their understanding 
of the new concepts. There is a closing to the lesson in which the teacher and students summarize 
what has been taught and learned, and finally, students are provided with time for independent 
practice to solidify their learning. Research has confirmed direct instruction to be an effective 
instructional method for both special education and regular education students (Adams & 
Engelmann, 1996; Hattie, 2012).  
Also known as constructivist teaching, the inquiry-based instructional model is best 
associated with the work of John Dewey. Inquiry-based instruction shifts the teacher’s role from 
the primary provider of learning content to a facilitator of student discovery through exploration, 
purposeful questioning and discussion, and discovery learning experiences (Fenstermacher & 
Richardson, 2005). Inquiry-based and constructivist teaching presents learning as an active 
process for learners (Hattie, 2012) and has been shown to foster critical thinking (Bangert-
Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, & Morgan, 1991; Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005).  
Today, many scholars endorse a blended approach between direct instruction and inquiry-
based learning in which classroom activities are immersed in rich materials and stimuli and 
teachers control the pace of classroom work (Allington, 2001; Glickman, 2002; Hattie, 2012; 
Knapp, Shields, & Turnbull, 1995; Louis & Wahlstrom, 2012; Taylor, Pearson, Clark, Walpole, 
2000). Louis and Wahlstrom (2008) described high impact teaching as “one that incorporates 
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direct influence over the pacing and the content of classroom work while also providing 
opportunities for students to take charge of their own learning and construct their own 
knowledge” (p. 462). Hattie (2009) noted,  
Effective teaching occurs when the teacher decides the learning intentions and success 
criteria, makes them transparent to the students, demonstrates them by modeling, 
evaluates if they understand what they have been told by checking for understanding, and 
re-telling them what they have been told by tying it all together with closure. (p. 236) 
Extensive research on effective teaching has informed the knowledge base concerning the 
teaching practices of outstanding elementary literacy teachers. Knapp et al. (1995) examined 
instructional practices of 140 first- through sixth-grade teachers within 15 elementary schools 
across three states. The researchers spent over 2 years collecting data from classroom 
observations, interviews with teachers and children, document reviews, student assessments, and 
teacher-kept logs of what was taught. Knapp et al. found that when compared with their less 
accomplished peers, effective teachers of reading explicitly taught comprehension strategies, 
stressed higher level thinking skills over lower level skills, devoted larger amounts of classroom 
time to students actually reading text, and provided frequent opportunities for students to discuss 
books they read. 
Taylor, Peterson, Peterson, and Rodriquez (2003) conducted a mixed-methods 
investigation of the instructional practices of 94 students in grades kindergarten through sixth 
grade in eight high-poverty schools. Researchers collected student performance data on a number 
of literacy assessments and observed reading instruction in each classroom. Taylor et al. found 
that for grades 4-6, instructional time spent on higher-level questions had a significant positive 
relationship on students’ reading comprehension. Conversely, in classrooms where teachers 
devoted higher percentages of instructional time to telling students information, there was a 
negative relationship with students’ comprehension skills.  
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In their study of the instructional practices of 30 fourth-grade teachers across five states 
nominated as “exemplary” instructors, Allington, Johnston, and Day (2002) conducted classroom 
observations and multiple interviews, and collected student data. The teachers’ schools and 
classrooms ranged in class size, students’ ethnic and socio-economic-status diversity, and 
community location (i.e. urban, rural, suburban). Allington et al. determined the following five 
themes across the exemplary teachers’ classrooms: 
1. The nature of classroom talk—Talk between the teacher and students as well as students 
with each other was personalized, conversational, and fostered students’ inquiry rather 
than seeking one correct answer. 
2. The curricular materials—Teachers utilized numerous materials, including ample 
sources of text that represented a range of rigor. 
3. The nature of instruction—Teachers used multiple instructional approaches from explicit 
demonstration to inquiry-based instruction. Instruction incorporated students’ interests, 
needs, strengths, and weaknesses. 
4. The students’ work—Teachers emphasized reading and writing across all content areas. 
Student assignments incorporated controlled choices and consisted of frequent long-term 
projects.  
5. The nature of evaluation—Assessment criteria was presented to students along with 
explicit feedback. Teachers emphasized student improvement and progress over 
achievement on static goal areas.  
In classrooms in which high impact teaching and learning are present, students actively 
participate in cognitively engaging learning activities, appropriate resources and materials are 
incorporated, and students are grouped intentionally to maximize their individual growth 
(Danielson, 2007). Bossert, Dwyer, Rowan, and Lee (1982) identified additional factors that 
promoted effective teaching and learning: time-on-task, student grouping, curriculum, evaluation 
practices that incorporate high quality feedback for students, and appropriately challenging 
instructional tasks that promote learning and growth. In the following section, high impact 
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teaching and learning practices related to literacy learning will be examined in order to provide a 
context for considering the leadership practices of effective literacy leader principals. 
High impact literacy teaching and learning practices. Not surprisingly, many of the 
components of high quality literacy instruction are embedded within the general tenants of 
effective teaching and learning practices as described in the preceding section. Highly effective 
teachers of reading deeply understand and use an array of instructional philosophies, methods, 
and strategies and are able to differentiate intervention strategies depending on the individual 
student’s needs (Calkins et al., 2012). Literacy education scholars have endorsed a balanced 
literacy instructional approach that includes small-group guided reading instruction, 
developmental word study, independent reading, and modeled shared reading experiences 
(Calkins, 2001; Fountas & Pinnell, 1999; Hattie, 2004; Routman, 2012).  
As students reach the intermediate grades, many scholars describe a distinctive shift of 
focus from learning to read to reading to learn. Students in intermediate elementary grades (third 
through fifth) without strong literacy skills are significantly limited in acquiring content-area 
knowledge (Chall et al., 1990; Hattie, 2012). Scholars herald balanced literacy instruction as the 
most comprehensive approach to developing secure reading skills (Fountas & Pinnell, 2000; 
Routman, 2012). Balanced literacy includes monitored independent reading, guided reading 
small-group instruction, targeted word study, and shared reading. At the heart of balanced 
literacy is scaffolding instruction to meet the unique literacy needs of each student.  
A review of numerous empirical studies on high impact literacy teaching and learning 
produced the following themes as essential practices for high impact literacy learning: 
establishment of a culture of literacy, explicit and ongoing instruction on cognitive strategies, use 
of varied resources and materials, explicit and ongoing instruction of text structure, and 
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establishing literacy at the core of all content learning (Blauman, 2011; Harvey & Goudvis, 
2007; Keene, 2008; Pearson, 2009; Pearson & Fielding, 1991). Each theme is examined and 
critiqued in this section. 
Establishment of a culture of literacy. A growing body of research on the topic of 
effective literacy teaching and learning practices emphasizes the importance of establishing a 
culture of literacy within the classroom (Keene, 2007, 2008; Miller, 2008). Teachers achieve this 
culture by creating a predictable daily schedule that ensures abundant time for independent 
reading and writing and developing a salient culture of rigor and inquiry by continually 
expecting more of students, which is evident by probing students’ ideas further and pressing 
them to explore their intellect (Calkins, 2001; Keene, 2008). Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) 
found that highly effective reading teachers described a personal philosophy that featured 
consistently high expectations for all students and stated an expressed desire to assist students 
with progressing to the next level of their learning. Their classroom environments were described 
as “literacy-rich” and filled with an array of children’s literature, and students were provided 
ample opportunities to engage in varied reading experiences throughout the school day, 
including read-alouds and independent reading. 
Furthermore, the classroom learning culture is highly conducive for in-depth study of a 
variety of books, genres, topics, authors, writer’s tools, and comprehension strategies (Danielson, 
2007; Keene, 2008; Routman, 2002). Teachers use effective instructional strategies to enhance 
students’ learning of essential deep and surface structures of text including thinking-aloud 
(Allington, 1995), modeling (Miller, 2008; Pressley, 1998), conferring (Calkins, 2000; Keene, 
2008), and demonstrating and peer sharing to ensure students’ retention and reapplication of 
learned concepts (Keene, 2008). As a result of highly engaging classroom practices, students 
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gain critical skills to be independent, flexible, and adaptive readers who actively build their 
meaning when reading text (Keene, 2008; Miller, 2008; Pearson, 2009). 
Explicit and ongoing instruction of cognitive strategies. Two distinct systems are 
necessary to understand a text: surface structure systems, which are linked to identifying words 
and reading fluently, and deep structure systems, which are linked to comprehension of text 
(Pearson, 2009; Pearson & Fielding, 1991). Each system is explored in this section. 
Surface structure systems in text. Within the surface structure system, there are three 
subsystems: the grapho-phonic system, which includes letter/sound knowledge, alphabetic 
principle, phonemic awareness, and decoding skills, the lexical system, which is the visual word 
recognition that is the result of visual exposure to words, and the syntactic system, which 
includes the understanding of language structures at the word, sentence, paragraph, and whole 
text level (Keene, 2008; Pearson, 2009). Students who have a solid understanding of surface 
structure systems are able to effectively use decoding strategies such as identifying word families 
and chunking text, and incorporate self-check questions such as “Does this make sense?” and 
“Do the letters match the sounds?” (Keene, 2008; Miller, 2008; Pearson, 2009). 
Although the aforementioned strategies are most prevalent in younger readers who are 
first learning to decode text, intermediate readers also apply surface structure understanding 
when using word analysis strategies, such as identifying affixes, compound words, and 
derivations, and when using text management strategies, such as rereading/reading ahead, 
skimming/scanning, and using text features such as bold print and italics (Blauman, 2010; 
Harvey & Goudvis, 2007; Keene, 2008).  
Deep structure systems in text. Deep structure systems are linked to the reader’s ability 
to get the essence of the story, probe ideas from, and deeply comprehend the text. In order for the 
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reader to access deep structure systems within a text, she/he must first successfully access the 
surface structure systems previously described. There are three subsystems of the deep structures 
system: the semantic system, which reflects a reader’s understanding of word meanings, from 
literal to subtle; the schematic system, which reflects a reader’s ability to construct meaning at a 
whole-text level including understanding themes, ideas, and concepts, and connecting new 
information to known information; and the pragmatic system, which consists of a reader’s ability 
to incorporate multiple experiences with ideas from text to new learning experiences (Keene, 
2008; Miller, 2008; Pearson, 2009). 
When reading, students demonstrate a solid understanding of deep structure systems 
through their effective use of the following comprehension strategies: monitoring their meaning-
making processes, activating and creating relevant background knowledge (schema), inferring 
meaning from text, creating sensory and emotional images from text, questioning the text, and 
synthesizing what has been read (Keene, 2008; Miller, 2008; Pearson, 2009; Routman, 2002). 
According to Keene (2012), “students can leverage their use of [comprehension] strategies into 
far deeper, more permanent understanding” (p. 33). In fact, constructing meaning from text is the 
underlying objective of reading (Keene & Zimmermann, 2007; Pearson, 2009; Pearson & 
Fielding, 1991). 
Use of varied resources and materials. In order to be prepared to lead fully 
literate lives, students must have ample exposure and experiences with multiple genres including 
reference, expository, opinion/editorial, and promotional/advertising materials (Blauman, 2011; 
Harvey & Goudvis, 2007). In addition, literacy learning is most effective when it incorporates 
texts of varied difficulty levels (Duke & Pearson, 2002). When working with a text at his/her 
instructional level, a student is best able to practice decoding, word recognition, oral reading 
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fluency, and word analysis skills (Keene, 2008). Working with a more challenging text allows 
students to apply comprehension strategies, study the author’s craft, analyze text structures, and 
practice the skill of reading to learn new content (Keene, 2008). Highly effective teachers of 
literacy closely monitor students’ understanding of the surface and deep structures of text in 
order to determine their independent and instructional reading levels (Calkins et al., 2012; 
Fountas & Pinnell, 2000). 
Explicit and ongoing instruction of text structure. Effective literacy instruction 
incorporates explicit instruction of the structures within various genres. For example, teaching 
students about the structures within a narrative text would include the author’s use of character, 
setting, conflict, and plot structure in order to understand the larger themes of the story. 
Conversely, instruction on expository text structures would feature the various organizational 
structures including cause and effect, compare and contrast, chronological, problem and solution, 
description, and enumerative (Blauman, 2011; Harvey & Goudvis, 2007; Keene, 2008).  
Literacy at the core of all content learning. Although reading and writing instruction 
most often occur in isolation from specific content areas such as science, math, and social 
studies, research has documented the benefits on student achievement when literacy instruction 
is interwoven into all content areas (Chenoweth, 2009; Frey & Fisher, 2007; Keene, 2008; 
Murphy, 2004; Reeves, 2003). More specifically, teaching practices that incorporate reading 
instruction and authentic literacy experiences across all content areas are associated with higher 
instructional density. Instructional density refers to classroom practices that address multiple 
learning goals within a simple lesson and is associated with higher levels of student achievement 
when compared to more traditional instructional practices (Fisher & Frey, 2007; Wharton-
McDonald et al., 1998).  
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Historically, researchers, administrators, and teachers have paid significant attention to 
reading instruction at the primary grades (Murphy, 2004). However, the presence of strong early 
reading skills does not automatically result in academic success when confronted with content-
specific reading tasks in intermediate grades. Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) suggested, “most 
students need explicit teaching of sophisticated genres, specialized language conventions, 
disciplinary norms of precision and accuracy, and higher-level interpretive processes” (p. 43). 
Despite the importance of content-area literacy instruction (Fisher & Frey, 2014; Keene 
et al., 2011), researchers have documented that students are overwhelmingly asked to read fiction 
texts in school and have called attention to the need for more equal exposure to informational 
texts (Duke, 2007; Fisher & Frey, 2014; Jeong, Gaffney, & Choi, 2010). Perhaps the most 
significant impetus to increasing the level of content-area literacy has resulted from the Common 
Core State Standards, which have considerably elevated expectations for all students to “read and 
comprehend complex literary and informational texts independently and proficiently” (Common 
Core State Standards Initiative, 2010, p. 10). According to Calkins et al. (2012), the CCSS 
“make it clear that the call is for literacy to be a shared responsibility in content-area classrooms 
as well as ELA classrooms” (p. 28). School officials who place literacy instruction at the heart of 
all instruction ensure students encounter diverse texts and think critically about the information 
contained in these texts. In the next section, specific leadership practices that support students’ 
acquisition of high impact literacy skills will be examined.  
Leadership Practices that Support High Impact Literacy 
Over the past 50 years of educational leadership research, the understanding of the role 
and influence of the school principal has significantly evolved. There has been a long-standing 
belief that strong principals invariably produce strong schools; however, only within the last 20 
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years has empirical evidence substantiated this belief (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 
2004). In this section, empirical evidence relating to effective leadership practices associated 
with literacy leadership is presented. Specifically, the leadership for learning and distributed 
leadership frameworks will be considered and critiqued as viable models for literacy leadership. 
Leadership for Learning 
Conceptualized by researchers in the 1980s, instructional leadership positioned the 
principal as the primary knowledge source for the learning organization whose primary roles as 
the instructional leader were to maintain high expectations for students and teachers, supervise 
instruction, coordinate the curriculum, and monitor student learning (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; 
Marks & Printy, 2003; Murphy et al., 2007). However, this leadership model came into conflict 
with the school reform movement of the 1990s, in which teachers were viewed as professional 
educators within participatory organizations, rather than as subordinates who depended on a 
patriarchal-matriarchal principal figure for their professional success (Dowell et al., 2012; Marks 
& Printy, 2003). Furthermore, by placing a singular emphasis on instruction, the instructional 
leadership model failed to fully capture the key mission of a learning organization, which would 
include curriculum, teaching, learning, and assessment (Murphy et al., 2007). In addition, the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 mandated that all schools were accountable for documenting 
sustained student achievement gains, increasing the demands on school principals and teachers to 
focus on student learning.  
In response to these reforms and increased complexity of the school principalship, a new 
model of educational leadership emerged in the 21st century: leadership for learning. Also known 
as leadership for school improvement and leadership for student learning, leadership for learning 
establishes the school leader’s focus as creating “powerful, equitable learning opportunities for 
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students, professionals, and the system, and motivating or compelling participants to take 
advantage of these opportunities” (Knapp et al., 2006, p. 19). Leadership for learning endorses a 
team-oriented, shared leadership approach to increasing teachers’ professional capacity and as a 
result, positively influencing teaching and learning throughout the organization. The 
contemporary principal must strive to be the lead learner, culture-builder, and change agent of 
the school (Copland, 2003; Fullan, 2001; Hallinger & Heck, 2010; Leithwood & Louis, 2012; 
Marks & Printy, 2005). 
After analyzing research on highly productive schools, school districts, principals and 
superintendents, Murphy et al. (2007) developed a leadership for learning model and taxonomy 
of the following leadership areas: (a) vision for learning, (b) instructional program, (c) curricular 
program, (d) assessment program, (e) communities of learning, (f) resource acquisition and use, 
(g) organizational culture, and (h) social advocacy. Murphy et al. asserted that the actions and 
behaviors of learning leaders influence both school- and classroom-level factors, and that the 
context within which leadership is practiced plays a significant role.  
Knapp, Copland, and Talbert (2003) described five areas of action for principals who 
commit themselves to being leaders for learning: 
1. Establishing a focus on learning—by persistently and publicly focusing their own 
attention and that of others on learning and teaching 
2. Building professional communities that value learning—by nurturing work cultures 
that value and support their members’ learning  
3. Engaging external environments that matter for learning—by building relationships 
and securing resources from outside groups that can foster students’ and teachers’ 
learning 
4. Acting strategically and sharing leadership—by mobilizing effort along multiple 
“pathways” that lead to student, professional, or system learning, and by distributing 
leadership across levels and among individuals in different positions. 
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5. Creating coherence—by connecting student, professional, and system learning with 
one another and with learning goals. (p. 19) 
Of these five assertions, four are particularly relevant for literacy leadership: establishing a focus 
on learning, building professional communities that value learning, acting strategically and 
sharing leadership, and creating coherence. Each area is further explored in the following 
section.  
Establishing a focus on learning. In the absence of a clearly defined learning focus, 
endless competing and less important demands will arise. As a literacy leader, establishing a 
learning focus means placing a premium on all aspects of literacy learning, including curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment. To effectively establish this focus, literacy leaders must hold and 
frequently communicate their values and norms that are paramount to learning improvement, 
including a commitment to equity, ambitious learning standards, belief in human capacity and 
professional improvement, and commitment to professional inquiry as a learning organization 
(Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003; Knapp, Copland, Honig, Plecki, & Portin, 2010a; Murphy, 
2004). As the lead learners of their organizations, principals sustain a persistent and public focus 
on literacy learning by staying current with their own professional learning, regularly visiting 
classrooms, examining student learning data, participating in professional learning activities with 
staff, and collaborating with stakeholders to set learning improvement goals for individual 
students as well as the school as a whole (Knapp et al., 2003).  
Building professional communities that value learning. Based on shared values, 
responsibilities, and trust, professional learning communities provide structure to enable 
continuous and supported improvement for learning and teaching (Murphy et al., 2007; Knapp et 
al., 2003). For professional communities to be effective, principals must provide regular blocks 
of time and modeling to enable productive collaboration for student and adult learning. Louis 
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and Wahlstrom (2012) investigated the relationship among various leadership and instructional 
factors (including professional learning communities and focused instructional practices) and 
student achievement in 138 schools. They concluded that supportive principal leadership and 
professional learning communities were linked to the improvement of teachers’ professional 
relationships and from this study affirm research that supports job-embedded professional 
development as a critical element to high impact learning organization (Copland, 2003; Fink & 
Markholt, 2011; Leithwood & Louis, 2012).  
Acting strategically and sharing leadership. Leaders for learning strategically 
distribute leadership in order to draw upon the capacity and expertise of their colleagues (Knapp 
et al., 2003; Marks & Printy, 2003; Timperley, 2005). Hallinger and Heck (2010) conducted a 
longitudinal study to examine the effects of collaborative leadership on school improvement and 
student reading achievement in 192 elementary schools, using annual surveys of teachers and 
parents and growth in reading achievement for 12,480 students over a period of 4 years. The 
researchers determined that collaborative leadership positively influenced students’ reading 
achievement by building growth in schools’ academic capacity. Academic capacity refers to 
organizational conditions that influence the actions of teachers, which in turn, have a direct 
influence on student learning. Furthermore, the researchers found evidence that changes in 
school-level processes regarding academic improvement, including increased professional 
capacity among teachers, and alignment of curriculum and instruction, have a “trickle-down” 
effect on teachers’ instructional practices (p. 671). Hallinger and Heck asserted, “leadership acts 
as a driver in identifying needs and devising strategies to foster school-wide academic changes 
over time” (p. 673). Leadership for learning is rooted in continuous capacity building and 
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investment in raising student and adult learning through shared and instructional leadership 
practices.  
Using a mixed-methods study of a total of 24 elementary, middle, and high schools, 
Marks and Printy (2003) examined the seven schools with higher student achievement than the 
others. Within these seven schools, the principals functioned as instructional leaders who 
effectively shared leadership with their staff. According to Marks and Printy (2003), these seven 
principals “facilitated leadership by the teachers, whom they regarded as professionals and full 
partners in furthering the high quality teaching and learning” (p. 387). This description of the 
principal fostering interdependent professional relationships with her/his faculty is validated 
across the research (Elmore, 2000; Murphy, 2006; Spillane et al., 2004).  
A dissertation study by Mobley (2009) of principals of 96 Indiana elementary, middle, 
and high schools investigated the connection between their leadership for learning behaviors 
with student performance data on standardized tests. Mobley (2009) found that principals of 
higher performing schools self-reported higher rates of engaging in collaboration and shared 
leadership activities with their staff to a greater extent than did principals from lower-performing 
schools.  
Creating coherence. Leaders for learning must devote time and energy to ensure that 
there is organizational and instructional program coherence. That is, there is a clear connection 
among student, professional, and system learning, and students’ learning data drives this process 
(Knapp et al., 2003, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2004). Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, and Bryk 
(2001) defined program coherence as “a set of interrelated programs for students and staff that 
are guided by a common framework for curriculum, instruction, assessment, and learning climate 
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and that are pursued over a sustained period” (p. 297). As learning organizations, it is paramount 
that schools ensure high levels of continuous learning of both students and adults. 
To create coherence at the organizational level, effective leaders for learning build unity 
around a shared school mission and goals. Schools face a myriad of initiatives each year, so it is 
imperative that principals are effective at prioritizing the activities that are related and 
sustainable and provide students with learning experiences that logically progress over time 
(Leithwood et al., 2004). Furthermore, principals build organizational coherence by addressing 
the school culture so that it reflects high levels of trust, respect, and expectations (Murphy et al., 
2007). Highly coherent organizations have tight alignment among goals, programs, policies, 
professional development, and learning, and there is strong collaboration between all 
stakeholders including teachers, parents, and the greater community (Knapp et al., 2003, 2006). 
Leaders for learning foster high levels of instructional program coherence by addressing 
three related areas: (a) setting a common instructional framework for teachers, (b) ensuring staff 
conditions are conducive for high levels of coherence, and (c) allocating resources to support and 
sustain efforts for school-wide instructional coherence (Newmann et al., 2001). First, principals 
set a common instructional framework by ensuring that all teachers use coordinated and 
vertically-aligned grade level curricula, instructional strategies, and assessments, and that they 
also evidence a common belief in and high standards for student learning (Fisher & Frey, 2013). 
Additionally, there are systems in place such as interventions and remedial instruction to support 
any students who need additional supports to reach grade-level learning targets (Murphy et al., 
2007). Secondly, principals who are learning leaders foster instructional program coherence by 
ensuring working conditions for staff are aligned with the organizational mission of student 
learning. Through observations and on-going supervision, principals hold teachers accountable 
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for implementing the common instructional framework, which was described above. In addition, 
principals align all professional development activities to the common instructional framework. 
Professional learning communities support collaboration and shared commitment to the 
organizational mission (Fisher & Frey, 2013). Third, effective leaders for learning promote 
instructional program coherence by allocating resources in ways that advance their schools’ 
common instructional framework. Resources like funding, instructional materials, time, and 
staffing assignments, are strategically allocated in order to promote sustainable student 
improvement (Newmann et al., 2001).  
The successful development and sustainability of a common instructional framework 
requires effective leadership (Leithwood et al., 2004). Furthermore, the nature of this work calls 
for active collaboration and shared leadership with teachers (Knapp et al., 2003). Empirical 
evidence suggests that student achievement increases when the organizational and instructional 
program coherence of a school is strengthened (Newmann et al., 2001). The leadership for 
learning framework provides a comprehensive conceptualization of the modern-day principal as 
having a laser-like focus on high impact teaching and learning.  
In her dissertation, Herridge (2013) studied the leadership practices of two principals of 
large, high-poverty elementary schools in North Carolina whose student achievement data on 
standardized tests showed reading growth over a 3-year period. Using a comparative case study 
approach, Herridge analyzed the specific traits and behaviors of these successful principals, 
finding that they: (a) utilized a professional learning community structure to support 
collaboration, (b) formed and sustained strong professional relationships with their staffs, 
(c) shared leadership with the faculty, (d) provided focused professional development, and 
(e) established a culture of high expectations for student achievement.  
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Knapp et al. (2010a) examined the leadership across a year and a half within 15 schools 
across seven moderate- to large-sized urban districts. Each school identified for the study 
featured student demographics with high percentages of poverty and racial and linguistic 
diversity. The 15 case studies included data collected from multiple classroom observations, 
observations of leadership activities and interactions between formally appointed leaders (i.e., 
principals and assistant principals) and their faculties, as well as interviews with multiple district 
stakeholders. As a result of their research, Knapp et al. posited that successful learning leaders 
incorporated the following behaviors into their leadership work: (a) assembling and developing a 
high-quality teaching staff, (b) establishing and legitimizing schoolwide learning priorities, 
(c) developing trust and a team-oriented culture among staff about learning improvement, and 
(d) using data to focus and anchor improvement work. Knapp et al. concluded, “these leaders 
found ways to articulate and communicate compelling priorities for improvement work that all 
members of the school community could grasp and accept” (p. 51).  
 The leadership for learning framework developed by Knapp at al. (2003) prominently 
features purposefully sharing leadership as a key behavior of learning leaders. Although 
considered by some to be separate concepts with distinctive attributes, many educational 
leadership researchers use the terms shared leadership and distributed leadership 
interchangeably. For the purposes of this literature review, distributed leadership will be 
presented as an important subset within the overall leadership for learning framework. In the 
following section, the specific elements and key ideas related to the distributed leadership 
framework are described within this context. 
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Distributed Leadership 
Historically, the principal’s role has been tightly associated with having sole 
responsibility for leadership within the school. In this conceptualization, leadership is 
exclusively linked to formal position and authority, and leadership effectiveness is contingent on 
aspects such as an individual leader’s dynamic personality traits and her/his ability to articulate 
an inspiring vision of school improvement that will enrapture one’s followers into action (Burns, 
1978; Camburn et al., 2003; Copland, 2003; Gronn, 2002; Hodgkinson, 1983; Timperley, 2005). 
Despite its undeniable allure, the “hero on a white horse” model of leadership has since been 
rejected for being entirely unrealistic, unsustainable, and inadequate in the modern context of 
school leadership (Bernhut, 2000; Elmore, 2000; Gronn & Rawling-Sanaei, 2003; Timperley, 
2005). In its place, a distributed leadership framework has emerged as a more effective 
conceptualization of school leadership. 
Elements of distributed leadership. In sharp contrast to the single hero model, 
distributed leadership conceptualizes leadership as being dispersed across multiple actors and 
through various activities and interactions within a variety of situations and contexts (Spillane, 
2006; Spillane & Hunt, 2010). An essential component of distributed leadership is that 
leadership responsibilities are not limited to those with formal administrative titles, which often 
results in rigid categories of leaders and followers (Gronn, 2002; Spillane & Diamond, 2007). 
Essentially, the distributed leadership model flattens the traditional hierarchical leadership 
structure within an organization and replaces it with tasks, contexts, and challenges, rather than 
formal leadership roles, therefore driving who leads and who follows every unique context 
(Copland, 2003; Spillane, 2006). Distributed leadership is significantly more fluid and permeable 
than many leadership frameworks that focus on the school administrator as the formal authority 
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(Elmore, 2000; Leithwood, et al., 2012; Murphy et al., 2007). There are three main aspects to 
consider in distributed leadership: leadership density, the leader-plus aspect, and the leadership 
practice aspect (Sergiovanni, 2001; Spillane, 2006; Spillane & Diamond, 2007; Spillane, Healey, 
& Parise, 2009). 
Leadership density. Distributing leadership is a collective activity that enables principals 
to expand staff involvement in critical tasks by matching individuals’ strengths and areas of 
expertise to specific roles within the broader improvement goals of the learning organization. 
Leadership density is generated as a result of principals recognizing human capital within the 
organization, facilitating on-going professional learning among teachers, and providing teachers 
with leadership opportunities to develop their leadership skills to be successful in their roles not 
only in the classroom but also throughout the broader school community. The greater the number 
of people directly involved in the work of school improvement through shared decision making, 
knowledge creation, idea generation, and professional collaboration, the higher the level of 
leadership density and overall collective capacity in the organization (Mayrowetz et al., 2007; 
Murphy, 2005; Sergiovanni, 2001). The distributed leadership perspective emphasizes that 
sustainable school improvement is achieved through effective conditions and interactions with 
stakeholders (Copland, 2003; Murphy, 2006; Spillane et al., 2004, 2011).  
Leader-plus aspect of distributed leadership. Until relatively recently, the notion that 
leadership roles exist beyond those associated with formal titles has been overlooked in the 
scholarly research (Harris, 2004). The leader-plus aspect of the distributed leadership framework 
is an acknowledgment that there are multiple actors within a school setting who engage in both 
formal and informal leadership practices and roles. According to Spillane and Diamond (2007), 
there are two questions to consider when studying the leader-plus aspect of distributed 
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leadership: “1) What aspects of leadership and management work are hypothesized to be 
distributed across people? and 2) Across which school actors do researchers hypothesize 
leadership and management work is distributed?” (p. 190). The consideration of individuals 
outside of formal leadership roles is significant in that “the distributed perspective frames 
practice as a product of the interactions of school leaders, followers, and aspects of their 
situation” (Spillane & Diamond, 2007, p. 191). Using a distributed perspective, in different 
contexts, the lines between leader and follower become erased and leadership activities become 
very fluid, resulting in leadership transferring and being shared across multiple actors.  
Research that has examined the distribution of leadership within schools has shown that 
in addition to formal school administrators (principals, assistant principals), informal leadership 
personnel (teachers and other professional staff members) are responsible for leadership roles 
(Camburn et al., 2003; Heller & Firestone, 1995; Knapp et al., 2010b; Spillane & Diamond, 
2007). According to Leithwood and Louis (2012), “No matter one’s hierarchical ‘level,’ every 
leader is at the same time constrained and enabled in some measure by the actions of others, 
including other leaders, and by the consequence of those actions” (p. xxvi). The interrelated 
aspect of distributed leadership is fully applicable to the school setting, as implementation of 
school-wide high impact literacy learning often includes several layers of personnel, including 
principals, assistant principals, literacy specialists, instructional coaches and consultants, general 
education teachers, and special education teachers (Booth & Roswell, 2007; Ontario Principals’ 
Council, 2009).  
Practice aspect of distributed leadership. The leadership practice aspect of the 
distributed leadership framework considers the interactions and interdependence among leaders 
and followers, paying special consideration to the context around which leadership tasks occur 
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and the specific leadership tasks that are being performed (Harris, 2005; Mayrowetz, 2007; 
Spillane & Healey, 2010). Spillane and Diamond (2007) expanded this conceptualization of 
distributed leadership as a result of and in direct response to the interdependence among 
individuals within the organization and the web in which they interact with other actors, artifacts, 
and the situations.  
Interactions. Rather than privilege the traditional notion of leadership as being limited to 
the actions or behaviors of individuals, the distributed leadership perspective emphasizes the 
interactions between and among leaders and followers (Gronn, 2002; Leithwood et al., 2004; 
Spillane et al., 2011). As expressed by Timperley (2005),  
distributed leadership is not the same as dividing up task responsibilities among 
individuals who perform defined and separate organizational roles, but rather it comprises 
dynamic interactions between multiple leaders and followers. Task responsibilities are 
distributed across traditionally defined organizational roles. (p. 2)  
Spillane et al. (2004) referred to this idea of distribution as being “stretched over” different 
people in different roles, and Leithwood and Louis (2012) described leadership as being enacted 
through people, rather than over people. Within a school, there are numerous formal and 
informal leadership interactions that occur among various stakeholders that are driven more by 
the nature of a specific task or context than the formal chain of command for the aim of 
improving the quality of teaching and the levels of student learning (Copland, 2003).  
Context. Researchers of distributed leadership emphasize that interactions cannot be 
separated from the contexts in which they occur (Spillane et al., 2004; Spillane & Diamond, 
2007). This aspect of the distributed leadership model is derived from activity theory and 
distributed cognition theory, which suggest that sense-making is enabled or limited by context 
(Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989). For example, professional community within schools is the 
result of leaders’ influences on development of social and structural networking through their 
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direct participation as well as through the design and implementation of organizational routines 
and structures (Halverson, 2003).  
Tasks and tools. Distributed leadership includes the collaboration of leaders and 
followers around tasks and tools to deepen the collective capacity and professional practices of 
all stakeholders. Spillane, Camburn, and Pareja (2007) posited that leadership interactions not 
only occur within a particular context but also around a specific task and through use of specific 
tools. Routines, tasks, and tools can be important aspects to consider in the study of distributed 
leadership. When considering teaching and learning to be the core technology of the school, 
tasks and tools that relate to teaching and learning should be the focus for study and 
consideration. 
 In a 4-year longitudinal study, Timperley (2005) analyzed how literacy specialists across 
six elementary schools in New Zealand interacted with teachers and school leaders around 
student literacy data. Principal interviews, document and artifact review, and site observations 
informed the following research findings: in higher achieving schools, leadership was distributed 
through the collaborative construction of knowledge through the review of artifacts such as 
student achievement graphs and scatter plots by the principal, literacy leader, and teachers. 
Principals in higher achieving schools also communicated their schools’ vision and used 
meetings to develop their staff’s professional capacity and collaboratively determine decisions 
regarding instruction.  
Relationship between teacher leadership and distributed leadership. Teacher 
leadership is an important subset of distributed leadership, which is a broader, more 
comprehensive concept. Teacher leadership consists of the leadership activities and work that is 
stretched over multiple actors, including formal and informal leaders, and interactions (Spillane 
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et al., 2011). Additionally, teacher leadership implies interdependency between and among 
multiple partners, including teachers, instructional specialists/coaches, social workers, 
psychologist, staff members, and other stakeholders (Gronn, 2002; Spillane & Diamond, 2007; 
Timperley, 2005).  
Teacher leadership originally was conceptualized as a remedy to the isolated nature of the 
teaching profession, a mechanism to increase teachers’ professional status, and an attempt to 
foster greater teacher buy-in for school improvement initiatives (Mangin, 2007; Smylie & 
Denny, 1990; Talbert & McLaughlin, 1994; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Teacher leadership also 
has been described as a way of developing organizational capacity through increasing teachers’ 
empowerment and ownership of school improvement and change (Barth, 2001; Lambert, 2002; 
Sergiovanni, Starratt, & Cho, 2013).  
The term teacher leadership tends to serve as an umbrella term for many different teacher 
activities including those that promote instructional change (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001), 
those that include assuming administrative duties (Smylie & Denny, 1990; York-Barr & Duke, 
2004), and all that is in between (Neumerski, 2013). York-Barr and Duke (2004) defined teacher 
leadership as “the process by which teachers, individually or collectively, influence their 
colleagues, principals, and other members of school communities to improve teaching and 
learning practices with the aim of increased student learning and achievement” (p. 288). 
Teachers with a wide range of official titles, including mentor teachers, instructional specialists 
and coaches, and classroom teachers, can exercise their influence on improving teaching and 
learning practices in the learning organization (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). 
Furthermore, Heller and Firestone (1995) determined that teachers provide leadership 
through both formal and informal leadership functions within a school, namely promoting a 
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vision of change and providing support for colleagues. According to Elmore (2003), “Since 
instructional improvement requires that people with multiple sources of expertise work in 
concert around a common problem; this distributed expertise leads to distributed leadership” 
(p. 10). Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) described three foci of teacher leadership: (a) leadership 
through participation in decision-making processes, (b) leadership through management of 
operational tasks, and (c) leadership through facilitation of teacher and student growth. In the 
following section, these three categories will be used identify the dimensions of practice and 
influence within teacher leadership. 
Teacher leadership through participation in decision-making processes. Teachers 
provide a direct service through instruction of students, and therefore hold valuable knowledge 
about student learning, instructional materials, curriculum, and other key aspects of daily 
operations within a school (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Thus, it is productive for the principal and 
other formal leaders within the school and district to involve teachers in important decision-
making processes. Furthermore, when teachers participate in making decisions within their 
school, research has documented a greater level of staff commitment to decisions as well as 
feeling a sense of empowerment and ownership among employees (Bath, 2001; Elmore, 2003; 
Hart, 1995; Weiss, Cambone, & Wyeth, 1992). Within an elementary school, the literacy leader 
principal is cognizant of the importance of shared decision-making processes regarding items 
such as curricula, effective instructional practices, assessment practices, materials, and 
professional development as they influence literacy teaching and learning. 
Teacher leadership through management of operational tasks. Teacher leadership 
research has shown that teachers show leadership through coordination and management of 
operational tasks within a school. For example, Wasley (1991) found that teacher leaders 
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coordinated their daily schedules and special events to enable a coherent service-delivery and 
responsive teaching and learning opportunities. Furthermore, teacher leadership is demonstrated 
through teachers’ participation in administrative meetings and tasks (Smylie & Denny, 1990).  
Teacher leadership through facilitation of teacher and student growth. Given the 
central mission of learning within schools, fostering student and adult learning is a critically 
important dimension of teacher leadership practice. By facilitating adult learning through leading 
workshops, engaging in peer coaching, and mentoring their peers, teachers demonstrate 
leadership that positively influences improved teaching and learning practices (Copland, 2003; 
Darling-Hammond, Bullmaster, & Cobb, 1995; Hart, 1995; Timperley, 2005). Many schools 
have staffing plans that include specific positions that directly foster this dimension of leadership 
through literacy coaches and specialists (Neumerski, 2013). The International Reading 
Association (2004) defined literacy coaches as reading specialists who provide professional 
development for teachers, offering support needed to effectively implement instruction. 
Principal practices that promote teacher leadership. Research of successful teacher 
leadership practices has emphasized the important nature of the principal’s support of teacher 
leadership (Barth, 2001; Hart, 1995; Heller & Firestone, 1995). Principal practices that promote 
teacher leadership include the following: building a high-trust school culture in which teachers 
are empowered to take on leadership roles and responsibilities (Barth, 2001); redefining the 
principal’s role as sole leader to developer of a community of leaders (Troen & Boles, 1994); 
and offering “diligent, supportive, visible, and frequent reinforcement of the real power of 
teacher leaders” (Hart, 1994, pp. 494-495).  
Murphy, Smylie, Mayrowetz, and Louis (2009) studied the role of formal school leaders 
in contributing to the implementation and success of a distributed leadership model, focusing 
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their investigation on an urban middle school in a mid-Atlantic state. Researchers used 
interviews and document review to determine their findings regarding principal behaviors that 
positively support shared leadership practices. Central to their findings was that effective 
principals confront and actively reshape the school’s cultural norms that hinder distributed 
leadership, including norms of divided labor between teachers and management, norms of 
civility, privacy, and non-interference that privilege maintaining current practices over 
examining practices and initiating continuous improvement. Murphy et al. posited that as formal 
leader of the school, it is critical that the principal purposefully promote a culture in which 
distributed leadership can be effectively practiced by engaging in the following actions: 
(a) creating opportunities for teachers to lead and assume leadership responsibilities that may 
include work outside of their classroom, (b) intentionally sustaining teacher leadership work so it 
is purposeful and supported, (c) using school goals to support a culture that values shared 
leadership, (d) educating staff about the distributed leadership framework to build understanding 
and buy-in, and (e) actively connecting potential teachers to potential leadership opportunities 
within the school.  
In a dissertation study, Teasley (2006) conducted a comparative case study of two urban 
K-8 schools in one school district to examine how principals served as instructional leaders by 
employing distributed leadership practices. The researcher found differences between the two 
schools in terms of the quantity and quality of distributed leadership practices. At the more 
successful school, the principal strategically coordinated leadership practices within formal and 
informal organizational structures. As a result, there were a higher number of interactions 
focused on the school-identified instructional issue (quantity) and teachers received greater 
support around the issue (quality). Furthermore, Teasley underscored the critical importance of 
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principals being “aware of how they influence whether the leadership activity systematically and 
coherently addresses important instructional issues” (Teasley, p. 141).  
Principals who are effective literacy leaders recognize the value of effectively sharing 
leadership and as such, purposefully foster a school culture in which leadership activities are 
shared and empower multiple stakeholders, thereby shaping a powerful vision of literacy 
achievement. Next, elements of the leadership for learning and distributed leadership 
frameworks will inform an emergent framework for literacy leadership. 
Literacy Leadership 
Over the past several decades, empirical research on educational leadership has 
confirmed that principals play a critical role in fostering school environments that promote 
student achievement; however, there remains a paucity of research examining the role of 
principals as literacy leaders within their schools (Neumerski, 2013). In order to clarify the 
relationship between school leadership and student literacy achievement, there is a need for 
further examination into the leadership practices of principals who are effective in promoting 
literacy within their schools. Principals who act as literacy leaders make concerted efforts to 
apply their leadership toward establishing an organizational premium on high impact literacy 
teaching and learning (Booth & Roswell, 2007; Fullan, 2007).  
Mackey, Pitcher, and Decman (2006) conducted an ethnographic study to investigate the 
influence of principal leadership on second-grade students’ reading achievement on standardized 
tests, studying four elementary school principals in Maryland. Mackey et al. determined that 
principals influence students’ reading achievement through: (a) their vision of the literacy 
program, (b) their educational background in regard to literacy knowledge, and (c) how the 
principals define and apply their role as an instructional leader. Mackey et al. found that the 
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principal with the highest sustained student literacy achievement data reported being actively 
involved with classroom instruction. 
Literacy leader principals effectively plan, launch, and monitor school literacy initiatives 
(Booth & Roswell, 2007). As leaders for learning, they effectively integrate distributed 
leadership principles and leadership for learning practices to build the collective capacity of the 
teaching staff. Although there is some debate regarding the oversimplified dichotomy of students 
“learning to read” in the primary grades to “reading to learn” in the intermediate grades (Duke & 
Pearson, 2002), there is no disagreement that as students progress through elementary school, 
they are expected to read and deeply understand texts of increasing complexity across all 
academic subjects. In this way, literacy becomes a prerequisite skill for students to fully access 
content-area curricula (Booth & Roswell, 2009; Hattie, 2012). It is particularly crucial that the 
leadership practices of principals of schools containing intermediate grades are investigated in 
order to ensure students have access to high quality learning experiences (Allen, 2006; Booth & 
Roswell, 2007; McKenna & Walpole, 2008). Although there is a relatively little research 
specifically addressing the effective leadership practices of literacy leader principals, there have 
been limited investigations of this topic (Booth & Roswell, 2007; Dowell et al., 2012; Murphy, 
2004; Reeves, 2008), resulting in the identification of several categories of literacy leader 
practices.  
Reviewing the current knowledge of best practices in literacy instruction for preschool 
through third grade as well as the principal’s behaviors, Murphy (2004) included the following 
eight practices of leading for literacy: promoting quality instruction, managing time 
productively, focusing on phonics, deepening the curriculum, building effective prevention and 
remediation programs, coordinating the curricular and instructional programs, promoting staff 
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learning, and collaborating with the home to strengthen literacy achievement. Murphy’s 
framework focuses on fostering literacy skills in the primary grades; however, aside from the 
emphasis on phonics instruction, this framework’s focus on systemic elements such as 
programming and curriculum also is applicable to fostering strong literacy skills for students in 
the intermediate grades. Booth and Roswell (2007) identified the following eight literacy 
leadership practices: having a clear understanding literacy principles and practices, promoting a 
balanced literacy model of instruction, ensuring an intensive literacy program that includes 
interventions for at-risk readers, fostering a culture of literacy in the school, connecting literacy 
assessment with instruction, incorporating formal and informal data into assessment of the 
literacy program, facilitating literacy-focused professional development for staff, and sharing the 
literacy leadership role with teachers.  
Reeves (2008) investigated the relationship between leadership and teaching and learning 
across the United States and found there to be a significant discrepancy between what district- 
and building-level administrators reported as school-wide literacy practices and what teachers 
actually were implementing in their classrooms. Reeves stated, “If school leaders believe that 
literacy is a priority, then they will have personal responsibility to understand literacy 
instruction, define it for their colleagues, and observe it daily” (p. 91). In addition to these 
practices, Reeves also described the need for teachers to have extended observations of effective 
literacy instruction. More recently, Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) surveyed 140 
principals, teachers, district-level administrators, and literacy scholars from the United States and 
Canada to explore their perceptions of literacy leadership. Their findings informed the 
development of a framework for defining literacy leadership, which featured the following five 
major practices of leaders: having knowledge of best practices spanning age ranges and content 
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areas, providing school structures to support literacy, promoting and ensuring a literacy 
environment and management systems within the school, developing a literacy mission and 
regularly monitoring and evaluating literacy instruction in classrooms.  
 The findings of Murphy (2004), Booth and Roswell (2007), Reeves (2008), and Dowell 
et al. (2012) are summarized in Table 2. When all four investigations are considered, eight 
categories of literacy leadership practices are established: possessing literacy content knowledge, 
knowledge of best practices in literacy instruction, establishing school-level structures that 
support literacy, promoting and ensuring a literacy environment and management system, 
developing a school-wide literacy mission, evaluating literacy instruction, monitoring student 
progress, and supporting staff’s professional development. 
Table 2 
Categories of Literacy Leader Practices 
Categories of 
literacy leader 
practices Murphy (2004) 
Booth & Roswell 
(2007) Reeves (2008) Dowell et al. (2012) 
Literacy content 
knowledge 
 Understanding 
literacy principles 
and practices 
 Knowing the key 
tenants of reading 
process and nature of 
cognition 
Knowledge of 
best practices in 
literacy 
instruction 
Clearly defining 
focused instruction 
 Defining what good 
literacy teaching 
means through 
scoring guides  
Knowing instructional 
strategies of literacy 
based on assessment 
School-level 
structures that 
support literacy  
Allocating and 
protecting literacy 
teaching and learning 
time.  
Coordinating literacy 
curriculum 
Collaborating with 
families to strengthen 
literacy achievement 
 Ensuring adequate 
time for effective 
literacy instruction 
Providing necessary 
resources of effective 
literacy instruction 
including school-wide 
access to literature 
 
(continued) 
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Table 2 (continued) 
 
Categories of 
literacy leader 
practices Murphy (2004) 
Booth & Roswell 
(2007) Reeves (2008) Dowell et al. (2012) 
 Building effective 
prevention and 
remediation 
programs 
   
Promote and 
ensure literacy 
environment and 
management 
systems  
Deepening the 
curriculum 
Promoting a 
balanced literacy 
model 
Ensuring an 
intensive literacy 
program that 
includes 
interventions for 
struggling readers 
 Possessing knowledge 
of formal and informal 
literacy assessments 
resulting in flexible 
skill grouping for 
instruction 
Promoting a mix of 
whole, small group, 
and individual 
instruction within a 
classroom 
Develop literacy 
mission 
 Creating a culture 
of literacy in the 
school 
 Leading the 
collaborative 
development and 
promotion of an 
organizational mission 
that values literacy 
development and 
individual development 
of staff and students 
Effective 
evaluation of 
literacy 
instruction  
Conducting frequent 
informal observations 
of reading instruction 
in classrooms  
 Closely monitoring 
instruction with 
frequent walk-
throughs 
 
Monitor student 
progress 
Using data to 
evaluate curriculum 
and instruction 
Connecting 
literacy 
assessment and 
teaching 
Incorporating 
formal and 
informal data to 
assess literacy 
program 
  
 
(continued) 
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Table 2 (continued) 
 
Categories of 
literacy leader 
practices Murphy (2004) 
Booth & Roswell 
(2007) Reeves (2008) Dowell et al. (2012) 
Staff 
development 
Promoting staff 
literacy learning 
Facilitating 
professional 
development for 
staff  
Sharing the 
literacy leadership 
role with teachers 
Developing shared 
understanding of 
essential elements 
of effective reading 
instruction with 
staff 
Providing staff with 
opportunities for 
extended 
observations of 
effective literacy 
instruction 
 
 
Gaps in Literacy Leadership Research 
A review of the frameworks for literacy leadership proposed by Murphy (2004), Booth 
and Roswell (2007), Reeves (2008), and Dowell et al. (2012) reveals a comprehensive list of 
practices of literacy leader principals. However, there remains a need for further investigation to 
identify how literacy leaders effectively implement these practices in ways that not only raise the 
collective instructional and leadership capacity of their staff but also facilitate student literacy 
proficiency (Dowell et al.; Neumerski, 2013). Investigating this aspect of literacy leadership also 
will address the critically important issue of the sustainability of effective literacy leadership 
work. Furthermore, there is need for additional research that explores the role of formal and 
informal teacher leadership within the context of promoting high impact literacy. 
Conclusion 
This chapter provided a review of the scholarly literature that investigated the influence 
of principal leadership on student learning, with a specific emphasis on literacy learning. The 
literature confirmed that a great deal is known regarding effective practices to support high-
quality literacy teaching and learning experiences, particularly at the elementary level. Research 
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has shown that teachers who establish a strong culture of learning, provide explicit and ongoing 
instruction of cognitive strategies and text structures, use a variety of resources and materials, 
and position literacy at the core of all learning are effective at supporting students’ acquisition of 
high impact literacy skills.  
The conceptual framework for leadership for learning was then described, with an 
additional examination of distributed leadership as a subset of leadership for learning. As a result 
of considering the conceptualization of leadership using a leadership for learning and shared 
leadership lens, an emergent framework for literacy leadership was presented. This framework 
reflects the various categories of literacy leaders’ practices including: (a) having a strong 
knowledge of the best practices in literacy instruction, (b) establishing school-level structures 
that support literacy, (c) promoting and ensuring a literacy environment and management 
systems, (d) developing and sustaining a literacy mission, (e) effectively evaluating literacy 
instruction, (f) monitoring student progress, and (g) providing professional development aligned 
with the instructional framework of the school. 
 In order to clarify the relationship between school leadership and student literacy 
achievement, there is a need for further examination into the leadership practices of principals 
who are effective in promoting literacy within their schools. More specifically, there is a dearth 
of research that looks at how principals effectively support literacy achievement in the 
intermediate elementary grades, where robust literacy skills are a prerequisite skill in order for 
students to access all other content-area learning. This study seeks to address this gap in the 
current knowledge base. In the following chapter, the research methods for the study will be 
described.  
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
This multi-site case study investigated the leadership practices of two literacy leader 
principals who work in Illinois public elementary schools that include intermediate grades (third 
through fifth). The purpose of this chapter is to describe the design employed in this study. The 
chapter contains the research questions, a description of the study’s methodology, site and 
sample selection, data collection methods, and data analysis procedures employed. Additionally, 
plans used to ensure data triangulation and reliability, trustworthiness, validity, and reflexivity 
will be described.  
Research Questions 
This study addressed the following research questions: 
1. In what leadership behaviors and activities do literacy leader principals engage as they 
establish a school culture devoted to high impact literacy learning? 
2. How do intermediate elementary principals who are literacy leaders develop the 
collective instructional and leadership capacity of their faculty to facilitate student 
literacy proficiency? How does distributed leadership influence this process? 
3. What obstacles have these principals encountered and overcome when establishing a 
focus on high impact literacy teaching and learning?  
Research Design 
This qualitative study employed case study research methods, through the investigation 
of leadership practices in two schools. In addition to having a primary focus on exploring, 
understanding, and explaining, qualitative research often has the following characteristics: 
situating the researcher as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, using an 
inductive and emergent process, and creating a richly descriptive product (Krathwohl, 2009; 
Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002). Stake (1995) asserts that “qualitative work is primarily providing 
	  	  
62	  
explanations—explaining how an effect is related to a cause” (p. 238). Furthermore, qualitative 
methods are effective when examining a phenomenon, gaining understanding of it, and then 
using this understanding to contribute to a theory (Krathwohl, 2009). Unlike quantitative 
methods that require standardized measures and offer study participants with a limited number of 
predetermined response categories from which to choose, qualitative methods are more likely to 
increase the depth of understanding about a much smaller number of people and derive 
information in an open-ended manner (Patton, 2002). There are a variety of ways of generating 
qualitative data, including interviews, on-site participant observations, group interviews, focus 
groups, and structured stimulus (Krathwohl, 2009; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002).  
Description of Case Study Research Methodology 
Qualitative methods were employed in this study in order to explore and describe the 
phenomenon of quality literacy leadership and its influence on student learning. A comparative 
case study approach was used to gain a more informed understanding of leadership for high 
impact literacy teaching and learning in two schools. Yin (2008) describes a case study as an 
“empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, 
especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” 
(p. 18). By collecting evidence within the authentic context in which leaders lead, research 
findings may have greater application to other leaders. Merriam (2009) asserts, “the case study 
offers a means of investigating complex social units consisting of multiple variables of potential 
importance in understanding the phenomenon” (p. 50). The nature of the case study approach 
enables researchers to investigate a phenomenon using multiple data sources in a non-contrived 
setting.  
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 In contrast to a single-site case study, using a comparative case study approach enables 
researchers to increase the generalizations in their findings, should the individual sites share 
common characteristics or conditions (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995). The use of 
two sites to collect data increases the odds that the overall interpretation of data will be more 
compelling as opposed to collecting research from a single site (Merriam, 2007). The 
comparative case study approach is best suited to address the research questions posed in this 
study, as deep understanding will be gained through a range of evidence including observations, 
interviews, and document analysis at the sites (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2008). 
Studying two elementary school principals within the context of their schools has 
provided several important opportunities. First, much of the research on leadership for learning is 
theoretical in nature (Knapp et al., 2003). Theoretical findings often lack critical insights that are 
only gained from studying school leadership in the authentic context of schools, where 
leadership directly occurs. Secondly, conducting on-site comparative case studies directly 
informs the practices of elementary principals, who will benefit from the practical applications 
and insights from other leaders serving in similar job settings. Thirdly, there is limited research 
investigating leadership for learning within the context of principals’ literacy leadership 
behaviors, and this study adds to the emerging knowledge base within this field. 
Sample Selection 
Given the narrow focus of this study on leadership for literacy achievement in the 
intermediate elementary grades, purposeful sampling procedures were used. Merriam (2009) 
stated, “In qualitative research, a single case or small, nonrandom, purposeful sample is selected 
precisely because the researcher wishes to understand the particular in depth, not to find out what 
is generally true of many” (p. 224). It is crucial that purposeful sampling is guided by prior data 
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analysis of individuals who exhibit effective leadership practices in the field, as Krathwohl 
(2009) warns, “such individuals may or may not be representative of the group one wishes to 
generalize” (p. 172). Because of the small scale of this research study, the use of careful subject 
selection techniques was especially important. Since there are 2,578 Illinois principals who lead 
public schools that include intermediate grades, the participant sample was reduced by a 
combination of referral and snowball, or chain-referral sampling, from key participants who met 
the established criteria early in the process (Krathwohl, 2009; Merriam, 2009). 
 Criteria. 
Principals. The criteria for selection of Illinois public elementary school principals who 
serve as literacy leaders were as follows: 
1. Must have served as principal in her/his current school for at least three years, 
2. focuses on fostering a school culture focused on high impact literacy teaching and 
learning, 
3. focuses on improving the literacy achievement of all students, 
4. has established key school structures and systems that support the continuous 
improvement of the teaching staff, 
5. has created formal and/or informal structures that support shared leadership among the 
staff, and 
6. has developed effective systems to monitor and evaluate literacy instruction. 
  Schools. Because the aim of this research study was to investigate principal leadership 
that influences students’ successful transition into the intermediate elementary years, participants 
selected for this research study were principals of public elementary schools in Illinois that 
include intermediate grades, which for the purpose of this study, included intermediate grades 
include grades 3-5. In addition to the leadership practices of the principal as they relate to 
fostering literacy achievement, the academic success of each potential school site in which the 
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principal candidate works were considered. To qualify as an academically successful school, 
several key indicators were examined.  
The schools selected for this study must have demonstrated student achievement 
outcomes on the Illinois Standardized Achievement Test (ISAT) that are higher than the Illinois 
averages. In an effort to enrich the quality of this research study, demographic characteristics of 
the student body were considered when selecting principals. Having participants from different 
school communities, geographical regions, and personal backgrounds contributed to the 
generalizability of results from this study. Principal gender, ethnicity, and school demographics 
also were considered, with an objective of selecting two diverse case sites. However, it is 
important to note that identifying principals who met the established criteria and led highly 
successful schools took priority over than their gender or the school demographics in the 
selection of subjects. 
Process. Nominations of principals who met the stated criteria were solicited from 
regional and statewide organizations, including the following: Illinois Principals Association 
(IPA), Illinois Reading Association (IRA), Midwest Principal Center (MPC), Illinois Association 
for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD), and Regional Offices of Education 
(ROEs). Of the 12 principals nominated for this study, nine potential participants were identified 
as meeting the criteria and were contacted via email to inform them of their nomination to 
participate in the study. I then conducted 15-20 minute telephone interviews with the nominees 
who expressed a willingness to participate in the study. This phone conversation served as a 
screener to verify the nominated candidates indeed had a rich understanding of literacy 
leadership as well as to obtain examples of how they function as literacy leaders in their schools. 
Additionally, I requested aggregate data on each school’s internal curriculum-based measures in 
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order to examine student achievement. Snowball sampling was incorporated in this conversation, 
as nominees were asked to provide additional recommendations for potential subjects for the 
research study. When two quality candidates were established and the districts and principals 
agreed to participate, the case study research commenced. 
Data Collection Procedures 
   Qualitative researchers have established rich description to be one of the key outcomes of 
qualitative inquiry (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002). In order to achieve this desired outcome and 
to contribute to the scholarly research on literacy leadership, multiple data collection procedures 
were utilized. Additionally, multiple validity approaches were employed in this research study, 
including triangulating different data sources; obtaining a rich, thick description of the setting 
and discussions; clarifying bias; and including negative or bias information that may be 
incongruent to the themes of the study (Creswell, 2009). Data from participant interviews, on-
site observations, and notations from document analyses were compiled and analyzed to glean 
information and determine themes related to the phenomenon of literacy leadership.  
Interviews. Interviews served as a key data source for the purposes of this study. 
Qualitative interviewing enables researchers to gain knowledge and insight into someone’s 
perspective in regard to the research study questions, and ultimately, provides information 
otherwise unobservable (Krathwohl, 2009; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002). Interviewing is 
considered the best technique for qualitative studies that focus on a small number of participants 
(Merriam, 2009). Patton (2002) describes capturing the verbatim words spoken by the subjects 
being interviewed as “the prize sought by the qualitative inquirer” (p. 380). Semi-structured, 
face-to-face interviews were conducted in a one-on-one setting. Interviews were audio recorded 
and transcribed, and copies of the transcribed interviews were shared with each interviewee to 
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allow for respondent validation or member checking. According to Maxwell (2005), member 
checking is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the 
meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective they have one what is going on, as 
well as being an important way of identifying you own biases and misunderstanding of what you 
observed (p. 111). 
Principals. The principals were asked a series of questions relating to their philosophies 
of literacy leadership, how they successfully build a culture focused on high impact literacy 
teaching and learning, the ways in which they purposefully build collective capacity among their 
teachers, and the established structures and systems within their schools that enable monitoring 
and evaluating literacy instruction in classrooms.  
Interview participants also were contacted by telephone of via email if further 
clarification is needed on their interview responses. Interviews occurred between the months of 
October 2014 through September 2015. Initial interviews lasted approximately 45-60 minutes. 
Three follow-up interviews occurred with each principal, which lasted approximately 30-45 
minutes and were conducted face-to-face and via telephone. The purpose of the follow-up 
interviews was to clarify and expand on initial interview responses and to obtain the participant’s 
perspectives on emerging themes that were tentatively identified throughout the study. 
Although directing the principals to frame their responses around specific examples is 
helpful, there are limitations to using self-reported data collected in the interviews. According to 
Patton (2002), “‘good’ questions should, at a minimum, be open-ended, neutral, singular, and 
clear” (p. 353). Rather than predetermining themes of successful literacy leader principals that 
emerged from the literature review, I remained open to themes that authentically emerged from 
the interviews.  
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School faculty and district administrators. In total, 12 interviews occurred for this study. 
In addition to three one-on-one principal interview sessions, key educators whose formal or 
informal roles influence students’ literacy achievement in the school were also interviewed. A 
district-level administrator and the assistant principal from each school site participated in a one-
on-one interview session, and key teachers at each school were interviewed once using a focus 
group format. At the first school, a reading specialist and seven classroom teachers ranging from 
kindergarten to fifth grade were interviewed. At the second school, a second grade classroom 
teacher, a sixth grade classroom teacher, a special education teacher, a reading specialist, and an 
art teacher were interviewed. These educators were asked about their district-, building- and 
classroom-level practices to determine the level of formal and informal structures and leadership 
practices to support literacy achievement among students. Additionally, they were asked 
questions regarding the principal’s leadership practices as they relate to serving as a literacy 
leader. By interviewing additional stakeholders, additional data was gained and then analyzed to 
address the research questions of this study.  
Although interviewing is an effective research method, several weaknesses associated 
with this approach must be considered. Creswell (2009) describes the following limitations of 
interviewing for data collection: “Information is gathered in an isolated place rather than the 
natural field setting, researcher’s presence may bias responses, and not all people are equally 
articulate and perceptive” (p. 179). Should the researcher over-rely on one data collection 
method such as interviewing, studies may become vulnerable to errors as a result of loaded 
interview questions, untrue responses, and/or participant bias (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002). In 
order to avoid this hazard, the design of this study included multiple data collection methods to 
enable cross-data validity checks. These methods are described below.  
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Observations. Two formal and two informal on-site observations at each case study site 
occurred throughout the data collection process. This process allowed me to better contextualize 
the participants’ interview responses, triangulate relevant data, and obtain rich, descriptive 
information about the school setting in regard to high impact literacy teaching and learning. The 
act of qualitative observation enables researchers to observe behavior as it occurs in an authentic 
setting without the limitations of self-reporting during subject interviews (Merriam, 2009).  
Observing staff meetings, data review meetings, and interactions among grade level 
teams related to literacy teaching and learning provided important insights about the existence 
and functionality of formal and informal structures, processes, and distributed leadership 
practices within schools in which literacy leaders are principals. Field notes and annotations were 
used to record observations of staff meetings and professional development sessions. These notes 
were focused on participants’ acknowledgment and indication of a culture of literacy within the 
schools; the presence and effectiveness of the formal and informal organizational structures that 
support literacy learning, including distributed leadership; and staff and leader dialogue related 
to literacy teaching and learning. 
Document review and analysis. In addition to using interviews and observations for 
data collection, an examination of documentation or written materials occurred. Because 
documents are rarely produced for research purposes, they are not subject to the same limitations 
of interviews and observations (Merriam, 2009). Data found in documents may furnish 
descriptive information, verify hypotheses, suggest new categories, and detect change and 
progress over time (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002). For the purposes of this study, documents 
examined included curriculum maps, agendas and minutes from professional meetings and 
teacher collaboration, professional learning opportunities, school newsletter and website articles, 
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school demographic information, aggregate student achievement data, data tables, graphs, 
timelines, and/or literacy instruction protocols.  
Data Analysis Procedures 
In qualitative research, the process of analyzing data sometimes is described as similar to 
peeling back the layers of an onion (Creswell, 2009). To organize various themes that emerge 
from the interview transcripts, an open coding method was used. Merriam (2009) describes this 
method as “tagging any unit of data that might be relevant to the study” (p. 200). Qualitative 
research involves identifying key patterns, themes, or categories from the data that will 
contribute to the development of a theoretical model (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 2002). Data 
analysis occurred throughout the entire research process including during the interviews, 
observations, and document reviews. 
The constant comparison method was used throughout the study. Regarding fieldwork 
and observation, Krathwohl (2009) describes this approach as a purposeful blend of data 
gathering and analysis in which the researcher simultaneously codes field notes, analyzes results 
to guide further data collection, and seeks indicators that are similar types of instances that 
appear repeatedly in the data throughout the entire data collection process. Creswell (2009) 
describes the qualitative researcher as a key instrument in the research process. Bogdan and 
Biklen (2007) caution that the constant comparison method is 
complex and requires an ability to think analytically (categories and their properties are 
difficult to grasp), but it is an important way of controlling the scope of data collecting 
and making multiple-site studies theoretically relevant. The constant comparative 
method, although it may rely on descriptive data to present the theory, transcends the 
purposes of descriptive case studies. (p. 75)  
Category saturation was used when thoroughly reviewing and coding the interview 
transcripts. Merriam (2009) describes category saturation as the point at which the researcher 
realizes that no new information, insights, or understandings are forthcoming—you will most 
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likely be thinking in a more deductive rather than inductive mode; that is, you are largely 
“testing” your tentative category scheme against that data. Because this study involved two case 
study sites, both single-case and cross-case analysis needed to occur (Merriam, 2009). Single-
case analysis involved an analysis of data collected at each school individually, while the cross-
case analysis contained an analysis of themes and categories found across both sites. As a result 
of considering the themes across two sites, the overall findings have an increased level of 
validity and generalizability (Merriam, 2009).  
To illustrate the themes that emerged from the interview transcripts and on-site 
observations, a matrix was developed. Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest using matrices and 
diagrams when arranging data and determining relationships between variables, and Merriam 
(2009) endorses the display of the set of categories in charts and tables as “one of the best 
strategies for checking all the criteria against your category scheme” (p. 187). A combination of 
these recommendations was implemented when illustrating themes in this research study. Units 
of data were coded and filed in unique folders to allow for easy access and filing. The 
interpretation of data was informed by theoretical frameworks and existing scholarly research, as 
well as by the findings of the researcher. 
Research Approval and Rights as Human Subjects 
Approval to conduct this research investigation has been obtained from the University of 
Illinois Institutional Review Board. Purposeful procedures will be in place to ensure the ethical 
considerations and validity of this research study. Ethical issues such as the safety and well being 
of all participants, welfare of vulnerable populations, anonymity, and accuracy of data 
interpretation have been thoroughly considered before, during, and after undertaking the research 
study (Patton, 2002). Participants were provided with a statement of informed consent in 
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advance of any interviews or observations and were informed of their rights as human subjects. 
Participants were informed of their right to request that the interview be discontinued at any time 
during the process. Individuals who agreed to participate signed the informed consent form, 
which documents their voluntary participation in the study. 
 I conducted the interviews and observations on-site at each elementary schools and 
pseudonyms were used for all names of schools and participants. Throughout the study, I have 
taken all necessary precautions to ensure that participant identity is protected. No data have been 
shared that can link respondents to their institution. Respondents have been assigned a unique 
code number to ensure confidentiality throughout the data collection and transcription process.  
Validity and Trustworthiness 
 In qualitative research, the instrument used to collect data must be carefully constructed 
and implemented in a way that ensures it is measuring what the researcher intended to measure 
(Patton, 2002). Thoroughness and trustworthiness also are improved when multiple data sources 
are implemented. Creswell (2009) asserts that qualitative researchers should “discuss how they 
plan to address the threat [to validity] in the design of the experiment” (p. 165). According to 
Krathwohl (2009), “Evidence of content validity is a representation problem” (p. 407).  
In order to strengthen the validity of this qualitative study, multiple research approaches 
were employed, including triangulation of data, rich and thick descriptions, and member 
checking (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 2009). Data collected from principal and staff interviews, 
multiple observations, and document analysis has been triangulated to ensure validity. Also, 
member checking occurred during the interview and observational portions of the study, when 
participants were provided with an opportunity to review the transcribed data and provide 
feedback regarding accuracy (Maxwell, 2005). To address the issue of reliability, I also reviewed 
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all transcripts for errors in transcription, closely watched for any evidence of drifts in coding 
definitions, and cross-checked codes with different researchers (Patton, 2002). Once I 
determined initial themes from the data, I consulted with a peer who has expertise in qualitative 
research to confirm my themes. This process has further supported the validity of the findings. 
As a final step, I provided study participants with the opportunity to review the identified themes 
as a manner for confirming the accuracy of my findings.  
Summary  
 This chapter described the proposed methodology for this comparative case study 
investigating principals’ leadership practices that positively influence students’ literacy learning. 
Several data collection methods were incorporated in this study of two elementary principals, 
including interviews with each principals and key faculty members at their buildings, 
observations of instruction, staff meetings, and collaboration times, and a review of relevant 
documents. Data analysis included the constant comparison method, and themes have been 
identified that emerged from analysis on interview transcripts, observational notes, and 
document analysis. 
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Chapter 4 
Detailed Description of the Cases 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to critically identify and examine the effective 
leadership practices of elementary principals who serve as high impact literacy leaders to 
develop the professional skills and capacity of their faculty in order to improve student learning. 
This chapter provides detailed descriptions of the cases of the two principals and the suburban 
schools in which they lead as well as the key themes that emerged from an analysis of the data. A 
comparative case study methodology was used in the data collection that occurred between 
October 2014 and September 2015. At each site, interviews were conducted with the principals 
and faculty members and several on-site observations occurred. At the first site, the principal, the 
Assistant Director of Elementary Education, and nine faculty members, including the assistant 
principal, K-5 classroom teachers, and a reading specialist, were interviewed. At the second site, 
the principal, the district director of literacy programming, and six faculty members, including 
the assistant principal, a second grade teacher, a sixth grade teacher, an art teacher, a special 
education teacher, and a reading specialist, were interviewed. The principals at each site were 
interviewed for periods of 30-60 minutes on four separate occasions. At each site, the teachers 
were interviewed once in a focus group format for a period of approximately one hour. The 
interviews with the district office staff and the assistant principals occurred via telephone for 
approximately 30-45 minutes each. Multiple follow-up emails and phone conversations occurred 
following the in-person and phone interviews to provide clarification and elaboration on topics 
discussed. Pseudonyms are used to identify the names of individual participants, school sites, and 
districts. Data triangulation was achieved through use of variety of data sources, including 
interviews with building principals and other formal and informal district and building leaders, 
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observations of literacy leadership and distributed leadership events, and a review of relevant 
documents that pertain to the focus of this study. 
In the following sections, each case will be addressed individually and subdivided by 
themes that emerged from the data analysis. Tables 3-7 provide information about the 
demographics and academic performance of both schools as measured by performance on the 
Illinois Standards Achievement Test (ISAT) as well as information about the participants of this 
study. The information featured in Tables 3-7 will be reviewed in greater detail throughout 
Chapter 4.  
Table 3 
Context of the Two Cases 
School data 
Case A 
Thomas Jefferson 
Elementary School 
Case B 
Jane Addams 
Elementary School State average 
Grade Levels K-5 K-6   
Per Pupil Operating Expenditurea  
 $8,782 $12,070 $12,045 
Per Pupil Instructional Expenditureb  
 $4,860 $7,293 $7,094 
Student Enrollment  
 519 820 --- 
White Students  
 63% 49% 49.9% 
African-American Students  
 7% 3% 17.5% 
Hispanic Students  
 18% 31% 24.6% 
Asian/Pacific Islander Students  
 6% 15% 4.5% 
Multi-Racial Students  
 6% 3% 3.1% 
Low Income Students  
 30% 41% 52% 
English Learners 2% 19% 10% 
Student Mobility  7% 10% 12% 
2011-12 ISAT Performancec –
Reading 
 
81% 84% 79% 
 (continued) 
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Table 3 (continued) 
 
School data 
Case A 
Thomas Jefferson 
Elementary School 
Case B 
Jane Addams 
Elementary School State average 
2011-12 ISAT Performanced –Math 
 90% 91% 86% 
2012-13 ISAT Performancec –
Reading 
 
58% 68% 59% 
2012-13 ISAT Performanced –Math 
 62% 69% 59% 
2013-14 ISAT Performancec –
Reading 69% 65% 57% 
2013-14 ISAT Performanced –Math 
 75% 68% 60% 
a Operating expenditure per pupil includes the gross operating cost of a school district excluding summer school, 
adult education, bond principal retired, and capital expenditures.  
b
 Instructional expenditure per pupil includes the direct costs of teaching pupils or the interaction between teachers 
and pupils.  
c
 ISAT Performance in Reading indicates the percentage of students meeting or exceeding State standards as 
measured by the Illinois Standards Achievement Test. 
d
 ISAT Performance in Math indicates the percentage of students meeting or exceeding State standards as measured 
by the Illinois Standards Achievement Test. 
 
Table 4 
Profile of Participants for Case Site A: Thomas Jefferson School 
Participants Gender Position 
Hillary Female 
 
Principal 
Margaret Female  
 
Assistant Director of 
Elementary Education  
Cassie Female  
 
Assistant Principal  
Nicole 
 
Female 4th grade Teacher 
Maggie 
 
Female 3rd grade Teacher 
Kristen 
 
Female 1st grade Teacher 
Elaine 
 
Female 5th grade Teacher 
Laura 
 
Female Kindergarten Teacher 
Kathy 
 
Female 2nd grade Teacher 
Kim 
 
Female Kindergarten Teacher 
Sue 
 
Female Reading Specialist 
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Table 5 
ISAT Reading Scores for Case A: Thomas Jefferson Elementary School 
 
Percentage of students meeting or exceeding standards in reading  
(state percentages in parenthesis) 
Year All students White 
African 
American Hispanic Asian 
Bi/ 
Multiracial 
Low 
income 
 
2012 
 
81 (79) 83 (87) 71 (65) 72 (71) 92 (92) -  69 (69) 
2013 
 
58 (59) 75 (70) 29 (40) 35 (50) 62 (81) 60 (64) 41 (44) 
2014 
 
69 (57) 77 (67) 45 (36) 48 (43) 80 (79) 60 (61) 54 (41) 
 
Table 6 
Profile of Participants for Case Site B: Jane Addams Elementary School  
Participants Gender Position 
   
Caroline 
 
Female Principal 
 
Mallory Female Director of Literacy Programming 
 
Whitney Female 
 
Assistant Principal 
Curt 
 
Male Art teacher 
Karen 
 
Female 2nd grade teacher 
Lynn 
 
Female 6th grade teacher 
Mandy 
 
Female Special Education teacher 
Barb Female Reading specialist 
 
Table 7 
ISAT Reading Scores for Case B: Jane Addams Elementary School 
 Percentage of students meeting or exceeding standards in reading (state percentages in parenthesis) 
Year All students White 
African 
American Hispanic Asian 
Bi/ 
Multiracial 
Low 
income 
 
2012 
 
84 (79) 95 (87) 75 (65) 63 (71) 93 (92) - 69 (69) 
2013 
 
68 (59) 84 (70) 60 (40) 36 (50) 89 (81) - 43 (44) 
2014 65 (57) 80 (67) 37 (36) 32 (43) 81 (79) 76 (61) 38 (41) 
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Case A: Thomas Jefferson Elementary School 
 Thomas Jefferson Elementary School is a K-5 school in Franklin Unit School District 
200. District 200 is one the fastest growing public school districts in the state of Illinois and 
serves approximately 18,000 students in grades PK-12 in two high schools, five junior high 
schools, and 14 elementary schools. Located about 50 miles from Chicago in what was once 
considered a rural farming area, the District 200 community experienced a population boom over 
the past 5 years, which also has resulted in increased student diversity. Approximately 64% of 
the District 200 students are White, 18% are Hispanic, and 19% of students are African 
American, Asian, or Multi-racial. Approximately 5% of the district’s students are English 
Learners. Of the nearly 1,000 teachers District 200 employs, 64% hold a Master’s degree or 
higher. Ninety-four percent of the teachers are White, 4% are Hispanic, and the remaining 2% 
are comprised of Asian, and Black ethnicities. The average annual teacher salary was $50,664 in 
2014-15, which is less than the average teacher’s salary of $62,435 for the state of Illinois. 
Thomas Jefferson School is home to approximately 520 kindergarten through fifth-grade 
students. Approximately 63% Thomas Jefferson students are White, 18% are Hispanic, 6% are 
Asian, and 7% are African American, and 6% are Multi-racial. Thirty percent of students live in 
low-income households and 2% are English Learners. Thomas Jefferson has a student mobility 
rate of 7% (Table 3). When Thomas Jefferson first opened in 2008, it housed the District 200 
full-day kindergarten pilot program, which operated for 3 years until all the district’s elementary 
schools provided a full-day kindergarten option. Due to its percentage of low-income students, 
Thomas Jefferson has received Title I funding for the past 2 years. Thomas Jefferson School has 
two stories: Kindergarten, first grade classrooms, and several offices are located on the first 
floor, and grades 2-5 classrooms, several offices, and the library resource center are on the 
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second floor. The Thomas Jefferson staff consists of one principal, one assistant principal, 25 
classroom teachers, one English Learning teacher, five fine arts teachers, one school 
psychologist, two reading specialists, seven teacher assistants, and 13 student support staff 
members. Thomas Jefferson’s average class size is 23 students, and its teacher retention rate is 
84%, which is lower than the rates of both District 200 (89%) and the state of Illinois (86%).  
Thomas Jefferson’s principal, Hillary, has worked in District 200 for 11 years, which 
comprises her total experience as an educator. Hillary taught second grade for 4 years before 
serving as the assistant principal between two different District 200 elementary schools for 2 
years. Hillary has been the Thomas Jefferson principal for the past 5 years. She holds two 
master’s degrees—one in Educational Leadership and one in Literacy—and is currently pursuing 
her doctorate in Literacy. Hillary has taken a lead role in numerous District 200 initiatives, 
including serving on the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support and the Administrator Handbook 
District Committees as well as serving as the administrative liaison for the District’s gifted 
program. Hillary has twice presented at the Illinois Reading Committee’s annual state 
conference. In addition to Hillary, the District 200 Assistant Director of Elementary Education 
(Margaret), the Thomas Jefferson Assistant Principal (Cassie), and eight Thomas Jefferson 
teachers, including two kindergarten teachers (Laura and Kim), one first grade teacher (Kristen), 
one second grade teacher (Kathy), one third grade teacher (Maggie), one fourth grade teacher 
(Nicole), one fifth grade teacher (Elaine), and a reading specialist (Sue), participated in 
interviews for the purposes of this case study (Table 4).  
The Thomas Jefferson teachers implement a balanced literacy model for the past decade, 
in which teachers incorporate independent reading, guided reading, word study, and shared 
reading into daily instruction. For the past several years, District 200 decentralized oversight of 
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curriculum and instruction for the elementary schools, which gave significant autonomy to 
building principals to determine their school improvement initiatives. Throughout this time 
Hillary led her staff in initiating several significant literacy initiatives, including creating defined 
literacy blocks in the school’s master schedule, launching a school-wide writer’s workshop 
instructional model, and providing in-depth and ongoing professional development for her staff 
in the area of literacy. Thomas Jefferson students’ ISAT scores suggests that these efforts have 
resulted in improved student learning. In 2014, 69% of students in third, fourth, and fifth grade 
met or exceeded Illinois State Standards in reading, which was an increase from 58% of students 
who performed at this level in 2013. With the exception of bi/multiracial students, whose 
percentage of students meeting or exceeding reading standards remained at 60% in both 2013 
and 2014, every other student subgroup at Thomas Jefferson increased the percentage of students 
who performed at this level. It is important to note that 54% of low-income students at Thomas 
Jefferson met or exceeded reading standards in 2014, which was an increase from 41% in 2013 
(Figure 2). Margaret, Assistant Director of Elementary Education for District 200, described the 
academic success Thomas Jefferson students have demonstrated throughout Hillary’s time as the 
principal: 
Over the past couple years, (Hillary) has been successful at bringing her students from 
the bottom of our district in terms of school data to close to the upper-middle to the top. 
Her school has made significant growth in her ISAT data—in both reading and math. The 
amount of growth that she’s made in such little time is significant. As a Title I School, 
she’s got tougher student demographics than many of the other elementary schools in our 
district, and in many cases, she’s outperforming them and made larger bands of growth. 
(interview, September 17, 2015) 
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Figure 2. ISAT Reading Scores for Case A: Thomas Jefferson Elementary School. Percentage of 
Thomas Jefferson students meeting or exceeding standards in reading, by student race/ethnicity 
and socioeconomic status. 
 
The following sections describe the leadership practices obtained from observations, 
interviews, and document analysis throughout the course of this study at Thomas Jefferson 
School. Three key themes emerged from the data and will be discussed in detail below: setting a 
literacy vision and mission, purposefully sharing leadership/building a culture of collaboration, 
and developing and monitoring professional practices.  
 Setting a literacy vision and mission. Thomas Jefferson School’s commitment to 
literacy is immediately apparent when entering the building. The entire front office staff’s Hot 
Reads are proudly displayed, noting each person’s current favorite book, and the front wall 
features a large mural of a tree with students’ responses to the question of the month, “How have 
you grown as a reader or writer this year?” Above the tree, the school’s motto is written in large 
letters: Read. Write. Think. A Community of Learners! This motto, which has been turned into a 
jingle by the Thomas Jefferson music teacher, is sung to the students weekly during the morning 
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announcements. The September 2014 edition of the Thomas Jefferson Monthly Parent 
Newsletter provided the following information for parents regarding the school’s Learning Tree:  
At Thomas Jefferson Elementary School, we are avid readers, strong writers, and kids of 
good character. In order help us achieve these goals, we will have a monthly topic for you 
to discuss with your child at home. At school, schools can fill out an apple with their 
responses. These responses will be read over the morning announcements and then added 
to the Learning Tree in the main hallway.  
 
Hillary explained that the Learning Tree was a conscious decision on her part to build strong 
communication with families regarding the school’s literacy mission. By changing the questions 
each month and giving high visibility to the Learning Tree, the school gives a true spotlight to 
literacy teaching and learning.  
  Hillary noted that when she first began as principal at Thomas Jefferson, the school 
climate was highly positive, but student achievement was not where she knew it could be. 
Throughout her 5 years as principal, she has seen this schoolwide mission of promoting a love of 
literacy become more deeply embedded within the culture of the school:  
You can see my Hot Reads Books right here. I have a bunch of them—you’re only 
supposed to have one or two, but my bookshelves are filled. I have students who come 
and ask me for books instead of going to the library. They also come and recommend 
books to me—both students and staff do. So, I think that we truly do talk about it all the 
time, but it’s not forcing it on anyone, but it’s who we are and what we believe is that you 
need to be passionate about literacy because that is what will get you far in life. It is the 
key to everything we do. It’s just a no-brainer that literacy will always be the underlying 
skill. (interview, November 24, 2014) 
 
This sentiment also was echoed by Hillary’s assistant principal, Cassie, who explained: 
The mission in the school is really 100% linked to our actions—we have a huge focus on 
literacy in our building. Even just with little things that happen, it’s embedded 
everywhere from the classrooms to the office, to our maintenance crew—they have books 
displayed for our kids to see, too. It’s really throughout the entire building and throughout 
kids’ entire day. (interview, September 11, 2015)  
Nicole, a fourth grade teacher, also reflected on the results of the work that Hillary and the staff 
have done to foster a deep commitment to literacy:  
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You can tell it is not a one-and-done deal, where it used to feel that way. Now, it is who 
they are as a part of our population here. These are literacy learners, and they are going to 
be life-long literacy learners, I believe. I think that the nice part is that we have those six 
years with them and that, hopefully, that is enough to keep them going as they leave us 
and move into the Junior High School and life-long opportunities. That will be something 
that is instilled and stays with them. (interview, February 12, 2015)  
 
Unlike many schools whose motto and vision are loosely aligned to the actual practices 
of students and staff, Thomas Jefferson educators have a laser-like focus on aligning decisions, 
actions, and resources to the mission of creating life-long readers and writers. One example of 
this connection between vision and action is seen by how Hillary creates the school’s master 
schedule to ensure classroom teachers have 150 minutes per day for reading and writing—
exceeding District 200’s minimum requirement by an entire hour. Hillary also secures multiple 
common collaboration times throughout the week for grade level and job-alike teams, which has 
been a more recent addition to the master schedule. Kathy, a Thomas Jefferson second grade 
teacher, described how helpful increased collaboration time has been for the staff:  
One great thing that she does with the scheduling, that I’m sure takes a tremendous 
amount of time, is that she makes us have collaboration time. This year, we have three 
planning times with our grade level. She has had to coordinate all of that, so that we have 
time to meet up to three times a week with our team. We spend a lot of time, like, with 
the reading specialist she coordinates with the second grade team. She sits with us, we 
plan, so there is that continuity within the whole school, there is common planning time 
that we make use of. You can walk through our building at any time and see tables of 
teams working together and planning. (interview, February 12, 2015)  
 
Several Thomas Jefferson teachers also described how Hillary is careful to limit time 
spent on morning intercom announcements so as not to interrupt teaching and learning time. In 
addition to providing collaboration time and protecting instructional blocks for literacy, Hillary 
has designated an entire classroom in the school to serve as a reading lounge that contains 
comfortable chairs and cozy lamps. Teachers sign up to use this space with their students for 
recreational reading.  
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Literacy is at the core of nearly every initiative at Thomas Jefferson. The most notable 
example of a literacy-based initiative is the One Author, One School Program, which started 
three years ago when Hillary and three teachers were inspired to hear about a school in another 
district that chose one book for every grade level to study and celebrate for approximately one 
month. Knowing they could take this to the next level, Hillary and her teachers brainstormed a 
program in which the school selects an Illinois children’s book author whose books are read and 
studied in every K-5 class throughout the entire school year. Once the initial idea was 
formulated, they involved the school’s Building Leadership Team (BLT) to assist with planning 
and logistics. In the summer before the author is announced to students, Hillary provides 
telephone clues about the new focus author to parents and students, using the school’s automated 
call system to build suspense and promote summer reading. The following text is from an 
automated call from Hillary to the Thomas Jefferson families: 
Good evening, Shark Families! This is (Hillary), principal of (Thomas Jefferson), calling 
with a clue to our One Author, One School Program. Can you figure out which author we 
will be studying this year? Clue #1-This Illinois resident has been an author and 
illustrator for over 25 years. Clue #2-He was inspired to make pictures for books by 
looking at National Geographic magazines. Do you have an idea of who our author is? I 
will send more clues next week! Happy Reading, Sharks! (internal email, July 15, 2015)  
 
The author’s name is unveiled for students and families at the Back to School Event held 
in September. Throughout the school year, all students engage in literacy learning using the 
author’s books, and in the spring when he/she visits the school, every student receives a 
personalized autographed book. Along with the BLT, Hillary continues to take the lead role in 
coordinating the organization and fundraising for this event. According to Maggie, a third grade 
teacher, the One Author, One School initiative has had a uniting effect: “That program, in itself, I 
think has just really brought our school together. We are all reading the same books, and we are 
excited about the same author” (interview, February 12, 2015). 
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 Each summer, Thomas Jefferson runs a Summer Reading Program for all students to 
promote at-home reading. Hillary takes an active role in organizing and promoting both 
programs. The following text is from an automated call from Hillary to the Thomas Jefferson 
families, which was sent over the summer to promote the Summer Reading Program: 
Where have you been reading this summer? Miss (Name Withheld) has been reading at 
the pool, in her bed and while chewing gum! Fill out your reading chart as you are 
reading this summer! Remember the goal is to fill out 35 squares, fill in your book chart 
completely, design a book-related minion, and turn in the forms to your teacher next year 
to earn a reading prize! Your teachers can’t wait to find out all the “minion” places you 
have been reading! Happy Reading! (internal email, June 21, 2015) 
 
Hillary notes that the literacy focus of her school has even crossed into the school’s parent 
organization, which is called the Home and School Team: “Even our Home and School Team 
used to do cake walks, but they don’t anymore. Now we do book walks! So, everything we do is 
truly geared towards literacy” (interview, November 24, 2014). 
The Thomas Jefferson Staff held several literacy celebration days throughout the 2014-
2015 school year, when students and teachers dressed up in pajamas and brought in their favorite 
reading materials, which they used throughout the day during spontaneous “Drop Everything and 
Read” times. To celebrate Illinois’ Family Reading Night, Hillary sent a flyer home to every 
Thomas Jefferson family, encouraging them to read together as a family and send in photographs 
to be displayed at school (parent newsletter flyer, November 20, 2014). From special programs 
and events to daily practices, it is clear that Thomas Jefferson School’s literacy vision and 
mission are deeply embedded in the culture of the school and are aligned to both decision 
making and actions.  
Purposefully sharing leadership/building a culture of collaboration. Hillary 
purposefully shares leadership and builds a culture of collaboration within her school through 
shared decision making, empowering her staff to take leadership roles, and building trusting and 
	  	  
86	  
supportive relationships. Although Thomas Jefferson’s staffing plan includes an assistant 
principal, this position primarily is responsible for overseeing student discipline, assisting with 
evaluations of a few certified staff, and supervising non-certified staff. Hillary oversees all 
aspects related to teaching and learning at Thomas Jefferson; however, she described how she 
favors a distributed leadership approach to share leadership among her staff, particularly the 
BLT:  
One of the first things is really having a strong team so it’s not just the principal or the 
assistant principal talking about the importance of literacy, but also having a strong 
building leadership team to help. I have a core group of teachers who form the Building 
Leadership Team, and they are very strong in literacy. Many of them have their Master’s 
degrees in Literacy. They are like me, that they just believe it. It’s not forced. Putting a 
team together of all different grade levels, all different areas of people who are not only 
knowledgeable but who are people who are welcoming and really there to help the 
teachers grow and learn, as well as the students and our parents . . . made the biggest 
impact for our school. (interview, November 24, 2014)  
The BLT’s mission, which is written at the top of their monthly articles featured in the 
Thomas Jefferson Parent Newsletters, is “to ignite a passion for literacy in the lives of students 
while utilizing literacy best practices and increasing student achievement and creating lifelong 
learners.” In addition to each grade level having at least one BLT representative, one of Thomas 
Jefferson’s two reading specialists serves on this team, which meets at least once a month. 
Hillary uses a collaborative decision-making model by actively using information that the BLT 
members receive from the Thomas Jefferson staff regarding programming, professional 
development, ideas, and concerns. Together, decisions are made regarding how to move forward. 
Sue, a reading specialist who serves on the BLT, describes the process:  
We get feedback from the students and the staff and then come back together and make a 
plan . . . I think we are really adaptable. The staff doesn’t have 100% control, but I 
believe that all of our staff respects our group and trusts in anything that we feel is 
valuable . . . our staff is like, “Alright, we’re in!” (interview, February 12, 2015) 
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Hillary reflected on how she initially facilitated the BLT meetings and oversaw its 
initiatives. In the past year, she feels this group has really evolved take a stronger leadership and 
decision-making role in the school: 
Part of this is because they have their meetings on Thursday mornings on the same 
mornings I have my district principals’ meetings. We have actually talked about needing 
to find a different day next year, but it has actually been a blessing in disguise. They 
always talk openly, even when I am in the meetings, because we have to . . . otherwise, 
how will we know where we are at as a building? I review the meeting notes and meet 
with the two teachers who lead the group to review any decisions that they made in their 
Building Leadership Team meeting. If they need anything, they ask me and we work 
through it. The other teachers in the school know that if they have any questions or 
concerns, they can go to anyone on the Building Leadership Team, not just me. 
(interview, April 15, 2015) 
 
The Thomas Jefferson BLT’s many contributions to the school’s programming for 
students and parents provide examples of how Hillary uses a distributed leadership framework to 
empower her staff to implement initiatives that promote student literacy learning, particularly in 
the area of literacy. This group takes a lead role in organizing the One Book, One School 
Program and regularly provides the Thomas Jefferson staff with a literacy newsletter and 
updated bulletin board with literacy ideas and information in the staff lounge. This culture of 
active involvement extends beyond the BLT. Hillary proudly shares examples of how members 
of her staff take initiative to start programs that will elevate a love for literacy among staff and 
students. Two years ago, a fifth grade teacher launched a Breakfast Book Chat program, in which 
fifth grade students could attend a before-school book breakfast and listen to the teacher talk 
about some of books he currently enjoyed reading. Due to the program’s overwhelming 
popularity among students, it is now open to all third, fourth, and fifth grade students and is held 
approximately monthly. Any staff member can volunteer to present a book, including the school 
secretaries and head custodian, who have hosted two of the most highly attended Book Chats 
(informational flyers, October 25, 2014, February 15, 2015).  
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Another classroom teacher invited Thomas Jefferson parents and students to attend a 
special breakfast on the topic of promoting summer reading. She provided informational 
handouts, literacy games, and free books, which were donated by her Thomas Jefferson 
colleagues for the event, to all who attended the breakfast. Hillary reflects on the event:  
It was neat because the parents could see the kids getting excited as the teacher talked 
about all of the ideas to try for summer reading. The kids would turn to their parents and 
say, “Yes! That’s what we do in class!” (interview, November 24, 2014)  
 
Hillary acknowledged how promoting literacy is truly a school-wide mission, not just something 
limited to a few teachers: “We believe that we all play a key role in our students’ literacy lives, 
as well as in our own” (email correspondence, July 13, 2015).  
 In addition to distributing leadership to BLT members, Hillary regularly shares leadership 
roles with Thomas Jefferson’s two reading specialists and a second grade teacher who is 
currently pursuing her doctorate in literacy. Hillary shared: 
I feel like I can dialogue openly and be intellectually challenged by a lot of my staff, but 
especially some of my core literacy people, like my reading specialists and (teacher’s 
name), who’s getting her doctorate now. I know they are reading different professional 
books and articles, and looking at the research. We have a professional learning 
community where we’ve been doing some book studies. Right now, we are reading 
Becoming a Literacy Leader, because I want to change the reading specialists’ roles to be 
keep becoming more of a coaching role. (interview, April 15, 2015) 
 
For the past several years, Hillary has initiated a gradual transition of the two reading specialists’ 
roles from that of being direct service providers for struggling readers to serving in a literacy 
instructional coaching capacity. As literacy instructional coaches, the two staff members play a 
greater leadership role in ensuring high quality literacy teaching and learning within the school.  
Kristen, a first grade teacher, attributed Thomas Jefferson’s culture of shared leadership 
and collaboration to Hillary’s commitment to fostering a sense shared ownership among the 
staff: “Our principal is really good about stressing that it is everyone in the whole building’s 
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responsibility: The TAs, the lunch people, everyone is taking part in helping our kids be 
successful. She never says ‘teachers,’ she always says ‘staff’” (interview, February 12, 2015). 
 Even the building custodian is active in promoting literacy at Thomas Jefferson; his Hot 
Read book is proudly displayed outside his office, and he regularly listens to students read to 
him. Kathy, a second grade teacher credited Hillary’s shared leadership in supporting the 
Thomas Jefferson Staff’s professional growth in the area of collaboration: 
She is definitely creative and helped us create a climate here where professional learning 
communities abound. Coming from a team where we once didn’t do as much together, I 
feel like this year has been an incredible growth opportunity for us. I feel that because she 
has all of these things in place, it is hard to not take advantage of those amazing 
opportunities for the kids and for us as professionals also. I think that without that 
additional time, those things would continue to not be happening as frequently. 
(interview, February 12, 2015)  
 
Themes of trust and support continually emerged in interviews with Hillary and her 
faculty. When Hillary describes her staff’s progress toward increased collaboration in their 
professional practices, her underlying sense of trust for her staff is evident: 
They know that I trust them. At the beginning of the year, I met with each grade level, 
and we looked at students’ ISAT scores, looked at MAP scores, and we put together 
plans for kids who were struggling. It was me saying, “This child’s struggling. What do 
you think we could do?” and they’d say, “Oh, let’s try this!” which is fantastic. I let them 
lead it, so I think they’ve really taken ownership of the kids and their planning. I’m not 
giving them directives of what to do, because we’re constantly talking about it, and 
they’re doing it. Now, some grade levels are not as far as others, but that’s ok, because 
they are all doing it now. Last year, I would have said that out of my six grade levels, 
probably three or four were doing what I expected them to do. Now I can say that all six 
are meeting and talking about kids and planning together. (interview, November 24, 
2014)  
 
Kim, a kindergarten teacher who also serves on the BLT, confirms this level of trust and support 
from Hillary:  
 
She is important to us. She is always an open communicator and gives us feedback. She 
was on-board when the Building Leadership Team started. She was truly behind us the 
first couple of years, and I think that is the joy of our principal. She trusts us. Once she 
sees what we can do, she definitely lets us do that and definitely has her hands in it and 
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keeps up with us. But I think that is the neat thing about her and why we get to do what 
we do. (interview, February 12, 2015) 
 
Clearly, Hillary’s commitment to achieving high levels of student literacy learning is 
strengthened by her team-oriented approach to leadership.  
 Developing and monitoring professional practices. Hillary has taken an active role in 
developing and monitoring her faculty’s professional practices related to literacy teaching and 
learning. When developing the expertise of her teachers, Hillary employs a hands-on and 
collaborative approach. She noted: 
I think that something that’s important with literacy leadership is that, as the leader, I’m 
not standing in front of my staff and just spewing things at them, but that I am rolling up 
my sleeves and jumping in the trenches alongside them. (interview, November 24, 2014) 
 
Four years after receiving her administrative degree, Hillary determined that she needed more in-
depth knowledge of literacy teaching and learning so she decided to pursue another master’s 
degree in literacy at a nearby university. During this time, Hillary regularly taught literacy 
lessons in one of her third grade teacher’s classrooms. She describes this experience as being 
powerful for her, not only as a teacher, but also as an evaluator:  
There were lessons that were successful, and there were lessons that were absolutely 
horrible. Sometimes the kids did a really nice job, sometimes they didn’t, and so I think it 
really helped my staff see that, okay, so she’s asking us to do these things, but she 
wouldn’t ask us to do something that she wouldn’t do herself. And, if it didn’t go well, 
she’s going to understand that. So, it’s not a judgmental approach. I think because of 
doing that, my staff felt very safe in learning some new literacy teaching and learning 
formats and techniques that aren’t really done in a whole lot of places or done 
appropriately. (interview, November 24, 2014)  
 
Since earning her Master’s degree in Literacy, her solid knowledge base continues to 
grow as she is currently pursuing her doctorate in Literacy. Hillary continues to employ 
instructional modeling as a regular professional development strategy for her staff. She is 
convinced that this leadership practice has made a significant positive influence not only on the 
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overall quality of instruction within her school but also has raised her levels of trust and candor 
with her teachers. She adds: 
It is one thing to stand up there and spout off things that you know are best practice and 
another thing to actually be learning new skills, bringing it back in, rolling up your 
sleeves, and getting in the trenches with your teachers and living it with them. Then, 
talking about it together. (interview, April 15, 2015) 
 
In addition to modeling instruction, Hillary models active learning and continuous professional 
improvement for her faculty by engaging in book studies with colleagues throughout the school 
year. During her regular visits to classrooms for both informal and formal observations, Hillary 
talked about focusing on a variety of components such as the active engagement of students, the 
structure of the lesson, the presence of embedded assessment for and of learning, and the sense 
of student ownership over their learning.  
 Hillary works closely with the BLT to develop the yearly professional development plan 
for the Thomas Jefferson staff. Establishing a school-based professional development plan has 
become particularly critical in the last several years, during which there has been a significant 
decline in district-level involvement with professional development. Elaine, a fifth grade teacher, 
reflected, “We have been giving teachers professional development for 3 or 4 years. I feel like 
that has helped carry us through these really difficult times in our district and not knowing what 
to teach in reading and writing” (interview, February 12, 2015). Cassie, Hillary’s assistant 
principal, also described how Hillary was resolute to continue advancing the staff’s literacy skills 
in the absence of clear direction and support at the district-level:  
We started implementing Readers and Writers’ Workshop several years ago, which was 
not necessarily a district initiative, but we pursued it as a school because we really 
wanted to reinforce the literacy piece within our building. (interview, September 11, 
2015)  
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According to Margaret, the Assistant Director of Elementary Education for District 200, 
Hillary’s strong skills as a leader for learning bridged the gap for her teachers’ ongoing literacy 
professional development when the district funding lapsed:  
She really did set her teachers up to be in a place by continuing their professional 
development and not letting the breakage of the curriculum review cycle stop her from 
enhancing her teachers’ pedagogy with reading and writing, and she’s now taken that 
along with our new English/ Language Arts curriculum resources and just has done a nice 
job of blending the two so teachers don’t feel that all of the time and money that they’ve 
invested on their own as a school has gone to waste. Rather, it’s set them up to be in a 
nice position to use what they already use as well as what we’ve adopted this year . . . I 
would say she was one of the few principals in our district who took it upon herself to 
keep her school and her teachers moving forward when the district was not. (interview, 
September 17, 2015) 
 
Formal professional development for the Thomas Jefferson faculty has included book 
studies, bringing in professional literacy consultants and speakers, supporting faculty members’ 
attendance of outside professional development opportunities, and partnering with professors in 
the literacy department of Hillary’s university to provide guidance and support. Hillary also 
incorporates less structured approaches to professional development such as providing 
opportunities for staff to provide book talks for their colleagues during staff meetings and 
connecting individual staff members with resources that will enrich their professional practices 
to support student learning. Nicole, a fourth grade teacher, adds: 
She is always very open to sharing anything that we bring up—a great website that we 
found, an article, or whatever it might be. It will go out to everybody. (interview, 
February 12, 2015) 
 
Laura, a kindergarten teacher, agrees that Hillary plays a supportive role in developing teacher’s 
talents and effectiveness:  
I feel that she always goes above and beyond. If we talk with her what we are doing and 
she feels she can support us, she finds a way to make it happen because I truly think that 
is at the heart of what she is doing. (interview, February 12, 2015) 
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Maggie, who teaches third grade, attributes Thomas Jefferson’s stability to Hillary’s strong and 
supportive leadership:  
She is creative and it is not something that happened overnight, but it is something that 
has its roots in our school now. Her leadership definitely has a trickle-down effect and we 
are very, very blessed for that. I think that it got us through some hard times. We know 
that we are doing what is best for kids. The solid knowledge that she has and her constant 
support . . . even when she is being pulled nine different ways . . . you can’t tell. 
(interview, February 12, 2015)  
 
Summary. Thomas Jefferson Elementary School is a highly successful school with a 
fervent commitment to promoting high-impact student literacy. Thomas Jefferson’s principal, 
Hillary, has the strong literacy background as well as the necessary leadership skills to 
effectively establish a solid literacy vision and mission, purposefully distributes leadership 
among her staff, fosters a culture of collaboration, and develops and monitors the professional 
practices of her teachers. Through observations, interviews with Hillary and her staff, and a 
review of relevant documents, it is clear that Thomas Jefferson employs an authentic team 
approach to promote a love for literacy among students and staff alike, all the while ensuring that 
all students have the necessary skills to be highly literate.  
Hillary empowers her staff to take leadership roles to expand literacy opportunities for 
students and families, and creates a climate of trust and support by showing vulnerability as a 
leader through modeling instruction and continuous learning as a student, herself. She credits her 
team for Thomas Jefferson’s success and acknowledges that despite the significant growth of her 
staff to improve student learning outcomes, there is still important work yet to be done. Hillary’s 
assistant principal, Cassie, remarked on how the school has evolved under Hillary’s leadership: 
Throughout the past 7 years I’ve been at this school, we have definitely transformed into 
a school that’s on fire for reading and writing. First and foremost, it’s a huge passion of 
(Hillary), and she’s definitely planted that seed throughout our entire staff. She’s just like 
oozing reading and writing—it’s who she is. (interview, September 11, 2015) 
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Case B: Jane Addams Elementary School 
 Jane Addams Elementary School is a K-6 elementary school in Douglass School District 
8, which is one of the largest elementary school districts in the state of Illinois, serving nearly 
13,000 preschool through eighth-grade students. District 8 is located in a suburban community 
approximately 30 miles outside of Chicago and includes 15 elementary schools, four junior high 
schools, one early learning center, and one alternative public day school. Approximately 43% of 
the students in District 8 are White, 35% are Hispanic, 16% are Asian, 3% are Black, and 2% are 
Multi-racial. Twenty-one percent of District 8 students are English Learners and 42% come from 
low-income homes. Of the 883 certified teachers District 8 employs, 78% hold a master’s degree 
or higher, and the average teaching experiences is 13 years. Approximately 90% of the teachers 
are White, 7% are Hispanic, and 2% are Asian. The average annual salary for District 8 teachers 
in 2014-15 is $73,600, compared to an average of $62,435 for the state of Illinois. 
Jane Addams School is home to over 820 kindergarten through sixth-grade students. 
Approximately 49% of the students are White, 31% are Hispanic, 15% are Asian, and 3% are 
African American, and 3% are Multi-racial. Forty-one percent of students live in low-income 
households and 19% are English Learners. Jane Addams has a student mobility rate of 10% 
(Table 3). The school has three main hallways that branch off a large center square in which the 
gym and cafe are located. There is a primary hallway (K-2) and an intermediate hallway (3-6). 
The third hallway is shorter and houses reading rooms, the art room, offices, and the 1st/2nd 
grade multiage bilingual classes. The average class size is approximately 23 students. 
Approximately 30 different languages are spoken among Jane Addams students, with Spanish 
second to English as the most common native language.  
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Over the last 5 years, Douglass School District 8 has restructured its programs for 
English Learners in response to a recent influx of families whose native language is other than 
English within the district’s boundaries. Jane Addams is one of several elementary schools 
within District 8 that offers Spanish bilingual classes for students; however, because Jane 
Addams is not the neighborhood school for over 80% of the 175 students who qualify for Jane 
Addams’ Bilingual Program, these students must travel greater distances than they would 
otherwise to attend school. Using a transitional bilingual model, primary grade students in the 
Bilingual Program receive the majority of their instruction in Spanish, which gradually is 
replaced by English instruction as students advance to the intermediate grades.  
Jane Addams School is part of the No Excuses University School Network, which aims at 
ensuring all students achieve academic success and have the academic and personal skills 
necessary to be college- and career-ready. The official No Excuses University Pledge, “We are 
committed to creating a school that knows no limits to the academic success of each student,” is 
written on staff and parent newsletters and throughout the school. As part of the No Excuse 
University program, every Jane Addams classroom adopts a college or university throughout the 
school year. Students and staff engage in various activities to promote the concept of working 
hard and giving your best each day in order to achieve academic and, eventually, life success. 
Jane Addams also receives Title I funding based on the socioeconomic status of the student 
body.  
 The Jane Adams staff consists of one principal, one assistant principal, 29 classroom 
teachers, three bilingual/English Learning teachers, eight fine arts teachers, one part-time school 
psychologist, two reading specialists, 14 teacher assistants, and seven student support staff 
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members. Jane Addams has a teacher retention rate of approximately 87%, which closely 
compares to both the District 8 (88%) and state of Illinois (86%) teacher retention rates.  
Caroline has served as Jane Addams principal for the past 4 years. Prior to this role, she 
had a variety of experiences within the field of education, including serving as the principal of 
another K-6 elementary school in District 8 for 3 years; working as a trainer and consultant for 
an Education Technology Cooperative for 2 years; and starting her career teaching third, fourth, 
and fifth grades for 9 years in Illinois and Georgia. Caroline holds a master’s degree in 
Educational Administration and is currently pursuing her doctorate in Leadership in Curriculum 
and Instruction. Caroline serves on the District 8 Curriculum Advisory Committee, Safety 
Committee, and Evaluation Committee. In addition to Caroline, the District 8 Director of 
Literacy Programming (Mallory), the Jane Addams Assistant Principal (Whitney), and five other 
Jane Addams faculty members—Curt, the art teacher, Karen, a second grade teacher, Lynn, a 
sixth grade teacher, Mandy, a special education teacher, and Barb, a reading specialist, all 
provided insights regarding Jane Addams, in general and Caroline’s leadership, in particular 
(Table 6).  
For the past decade, Jane Addams School has implemented a balanced literacy 
framework that features balanced components of independent reading, guided reading, word 
study, and shared reading in daily literacy instruction. Students in first through sixth grade 
receive 120 minutes of literacy instruction each day using a basal reading program and 
supplemental curricular resources such as guided reading books. Throughout Caroline’s time at 
Jane Addams, she has worked closely with her two reading specialists to assist in identifying 
students who qualify for intervention services, monitor the progress of students who receive 
interventions, provide training and coaching teachers in best practices in literacy instruction, co-
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teach balanced literacy and differentiated instruction lessons, and regularly meet with grade-level 
teams for planning, consultation, and support. Caroline also has provided a significant amount of 
training and organizational emphasis on using data to drive instructional and programmatic 
decisions. Throughout the school year, she and her staff regularly review student learning to 
monitor individual student progress, as well as grade level and school-wide learning trends.  
In most sub-categories, Jane Addams’ ISAT student data was higher than the Illinois state 
averages. In 2014, 65% of all third, fourth, and fifth grade students met of exceeded the Illinois 
reading standards, which was higher than the Illinois average of 57%. With the exception of 
Hispanic and low income students, who were slightly below the Illinois average in meeting or 
exceeding on the reading exam, all other sub-categories of Jane Addams students outperformed 
the state averages (Table 7).  
 
 
Figure 3. ISAT Reading Scores for Case B: Jane Addams Elementary School. Percentage of Jane 
Addams students meeting or exceeding standards in reading, by student race/ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status. 
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The following sections describe the leadership practices obtained from observations, 
interviews, and document analysis throughout the course of this study at Jane Addams School. 
Three key themes emerged from the data and will be discussed in detail below: purposefully 
sharing leadership/building a culture of collaboration, developing and monitoring professional 
practices, and monitoring student progress.  
Purposefully sharing leadership/building a culture of collaboration. When she first 
joined the Jane Addams Staff 4 years ago, Caroline made concerted efforts to establish formal 
structures that would enable shared leadership and contribute to a culture of professional 
collaboration among her faculty. She noted: 
I have to preface it with saying that I came in replacing a principal that was here for nine 
years, who formerly was a great principal but in the later years was not. The school really 
ran by itself. The teachers were very self-sufficient but they really were just plugging 
along day to day. (Caroline, interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Caroline began by revising the school’s leadership structures, which previously consisted of the 
principal, assistant principal, and a building leadership team (BLT), who met several times 
throughout the year to review the school’s school improvement goals. In addition to these 
leadership structures, Caroline added a School Management Team; a Problem Solving Team for 
overseeing the school’s universal behavior systems including school rules, station rotations for 
teaching behavior expectations, and school-wide celebrations; and established a weekly team 
meeting norm within the building. Under Caroline’s leadership, her assistant principal primarily 
oversees the Special Education services and discipline needs within the building. Although the 
BLT continues to focus on the school goals related to teaching and learning, Caroline increased 
the school’s use of student data to inform decision making and program evaluation. Caroline 
reflected on this evolution: 
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As an instructional leader, what can I do that is going to provide them the ability to refine 
their teaching craft? Whether it is shoring up something that might exist to some 
capacity, or whether it is introducing an entirely new skill, that is kind of where we 
started. But I couched it in “What can we do to take what we know about our data?” For 
example, our data showed a very large weakness in vocabulary. I talked about that with 
them, vocabulary and second language learners and helped them make that connection. 
From there we, as a BLT, decided we think we need professional development in 
vocabulary instruction. So that was the next step. They also were not super comfortable 
with using MAP [MAP stands for Measures of Academic Progress, which is a computer-
based adaptive assessment which aims to measure student learning] data, so I brought in 
professional development. (Caroline, interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
The BLT also works closely with Caroline to seek feedback from the Jane Addams staff 
to make decisions regarding professional development for the school year. Whitney, Caroline’s 
Assistant Principal, described how this process works: 
All of our school decisions run through one of our teams—either through our Building 
Leadership Team or our Management Team. Our Building Leadership Team will discuss 
professional development at the building level for the school year . . . (Caroline) 
generates a list of indicators and members of the BLT bring several indicators back to 
their grade level team to get feedback on which we will focus on for the school year. The 
feedback piece is powerful, because it gives a chance for everyone to have input. 
(Caroline) creates a Google doc and then the BLT brings back feedback from their teams 
on what was being done currently for the indicators chosen as well as ideas for what else 
we could do . . . (Caroline) does the background research to provide information to the 
BLT about each indicator, but also gives a lot of autonomy to the teams to say, you know, 
this is something we need to work on vs. this is something we think we have done pretty 
well. (interview, September 9, 2015) 
Lynn, a sixth grade teacher, shared how this organizational structure allows for the Jane Addams 
Staff to have input in determining what programs are worth continuing: 
I think a lot of the programs and a lot of what we do that are extra get discussed in a 
timely manner on a regular schedule. At the beginning of the year, we decide if we still 
want to do something again that year and if it’s effective. (interview, February 17, 2015) 
 
The School Management Team includes staff representatives from each grade level, fine arts, 
and related services teams and focuses on working with Caroline to make managerial decisions 
that affect the staff and school, such as making modifications to the master schedule, determining 
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resource allocation, scheduling building safety drills, and making decisions related to the school 
calendar. 
 In addition to sharing leadership through the Building Leadership and School 
Management Teams, Caroline promotes a learning culture by involving the two reading 
specialists in leadership roles. Previously, these positions solely entailed providing direct reading 
intervention services to students. Over time, Caroline has incorporated more coaching and staff 
development roles to the reading specialist positions, which acknowledges the reading expertise 
of these faculty members. She explained how this approach has benefited teaching and learning 
at Jane Addams: 
The reading specialists have jumped in with offering strategies and coaching to teachers. 
They have a lot of that specialized skill knowledge that matches some of the deficits that 
some of the kids present. They are able to offer a lot of different ideas. It becomes more 
powerful than if it was just coming from me, and the teachers tend to accept it more. 
(Caroline, interview, April 4, 2015)  
 
Karen, a second grade teacher, also acknowledged the value of the two reading specialists: 
Our reading specialists have been a big resource, too. They have been coaching in the 
classrooms a lot more this year. We try to do little in-services, too. At the beginning of 
the year, we do a lot of lunchtime things. We have had several on different interventions. 
(interview, February 17, 2015) 
 
 Whitney, Jane Addams Assistant Principal, echoed Caroline and Karen’s sentiments 
about the value of the increased leadership roles for the reading specialists in recent years: 
I think the reading specialists are an integral piece to this process---not only for our literacy 
intervention program. I know their goal last year was to get in the classroom more, so they 
worked with teachers to plan a lot of the Tier 1 or Core Plus interventions. They did more 
pushing in and coaching of teachers to get those interventions up and running than in years 
past, when it was mostly small group, pull-out instruction. Last year was more of the reading 
specialists getting in to plan with teachers, which was really beneficial for students. 
(interview, September 9, 2015)  
 
Caroline has encouraged frequent and productive professional collaboration throughout her 
time at Jane Addams. Currently, her faculty has common professional collaboration time during 
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weekly team meetings, which are held during common plan times, and staff meetings, which are 
held every Friday afternoon as a result of a District-wide early dismissal schedule for students.  
An authentic sense of trust was apparent through conversations with Caroline and her 
faculty as well as during on-site observations. Several members of Caroline’s faculty 
acknowledged how her interactions with them foster a sense of trust and respect. Barb, one of the 
reading specialists, explained:  
I like how she supports us and treats us like professionals. She will offer ideas and 
everything, and she doesn’t micro-manage it, like wanting to check our Plan Books and 
see what strategies we are doing and what goals are we teaching. She trusts us as 
professionals, and I think we perform well because of that. (interview, February 17, 
2015) 
 
Mandy, a Special Education Resource Teacher at Jane Addams, added:  
She’s always saying, “What do you need?” and if the teacher has an idea, letting them go 
with it. She is always professional and saying this is what I am thinking, this is what I 
want to try to do so it empowers the teachers. (interview, February 17, 2015) 
 
I observed collaborative professional relationships rooted in trust during Jane Addams’ 
spring student data review meetings, which are called KID Day meetings. KID Day meetings 
occur every 6 weeks throughout the school year and provide a time for Caroline to meet with 
classroom teachers, student services team members, English Learning teachers, and reading 
specialists to review students’ reading data and make decisions regarding interventions. 
Throughout the observed KID Day meetings, Jane Addams faculty members were seen to be 
actively involved by contributing ideas, asking questions, and sharing concerns with Caroline 
and colleagues. Assuming a facilitator role, Caroline provided guidance, asked clarifying 
questions, and provided her faculty with frequent opportunities to take lead roles in determining 
how to move forward with an action plan of support for a student or groups of students 
(observation, April 4, 2015). 
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Caroline’s distributed leadership practices included establishing formal decision-making 
structures, empowering staff to assume leadership through their expertise, and fostering a 
collaborative and trusting culture among the Jane Addams faculty.  
Developing and monitoring professional practices. As Jane Addams’ learning leader, 
Caroline ranks developing and monitoring her faculty members’ skills as one of her most 
important responsibilities in ensuring high quality literacy teaching and learning. She reflected 
on how she approached this task when first joining the Jane Addams staff: 
When I think back to how I helped the school evolve into a literacy-focused school, the 
very first thing that I did was empower my teachers. I spent a lot of time in classrooms. I 
spent a lot of time acknowledging the work that they were doing privately through walk-
through feedback, but then also in staff meetings publicly, talking about the great things 
that I was seeing. I showed up on time. I showed up to observations that were scheduled. 
They got feedback within 24 hours. I was in attendance at committee meetings. So right 
away, they knew that I was here and present in all forms. So that led to building trust. 
Once they knew that I was here, and I was here to help them and be a support system for 
them, then the next thing that we did was to start really digging into our data. (interview, 
January 15, 2015) 
 
Caroline’s approach of first acknowledging her teachers’ strengths and effective practices 
established a foundation of trust, which became critically important as she introduced new 
practices to teachers’ professional repertoires and encouraged them to take risks in their teaching 
to support learning. Lynn, a sixth grade teacher, explained:  
I think she also supportive, especially with the changes coming up and taking risks. 
Trying different things and being open to try it and if it doesn’t work then you learn from 
it and you do something else. I think that helped ease some of the worries among the 
staff. (interview, February 17, 2015) 
  
Mallory, the District 8 Director of Literacy Programming, added: 
(Caroline) is able to give really concrete answers because she really knows literacy. She 
worked as a consultant prior to becoming an administrator, so she has that background. 
When I was doing a whole series of literacy workshops at her school, we were doing a 
book study, and she just jumped in and demonstrated a reading strategy and really 
participated. She was at every single workshop and book study, which I can’t say the 
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same for every principal in the district. That is really typical in terms of how (Caroline) 
operates—she’s very hands-on. (interview, September 17, 2015) 
Knowing that data analysis was a new skills for the vast majority of her faculty, Caroline 
provided in-depth professional development, starting first with the members of her BLT. She 
noted: 
I used the opportunity to teach them what data could say, not only from a building-wide 
data analysis perspective, so here we are as a whole in our MAP scores for language 
usage or for reading, but here is your grade level and then here is your individual trend 
data. We went through the data, but I didn’t make any statements that would come across 
as judgmental, I just presented the data. Then I presented norms, and they quickly drew 
conclusions about the fact that they were not happy with those results. Because I had 
empowered them and because I had their trust, we were able to have candid 
conversations about current instructional practices, and then conversations about whether 
those were things that should be continued or whether those were things that should be 
refined. There was a little bit of both. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Each summer, Caroline creates data binders for every teacher featuring their incoming 
students’ reading and math benchmark and progress monitoring data from the previous school 
year. Throughout the school year, teachers add pertinent student assessment data to their binders, 
and Caroline and BLT members provide professional development for the faculty on how to 
analyze and interpret student learning data. Teachers were observed using their data binders to 
inform decision making during the spring KID meeting. (observation, April 4, 2015)  
When reflecting on how she develops and monitors her faculty’s literacy instruction, 
Caroline described the importance of deeply understanding and conveying to her teachers the 
nuances of high quality literacy teaching and learning:  
I think the leadership part of that comes in helping teachers understand that literacy is not 
just about opening a reading basal and teaching from the suggested lesson plans and 
scripts that comes in a textbook . . . it is a very intricate process. It is about helping 
teachers break that down so that it is not as big and scary as sometimes I think it can 
seem . . . Literacy instruction, teaching a kid how to read and then having them be able to 
show you understanding of that reading, not just being a word caller but truly reading for 
meaning and being able to synthesize that, being able to use those metacognitive 
strategies, to know that what they are reading is making sense to them is key . . . Literacy 
leadership is about helping break down all of that into manageable pieces of professional 
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development, manageable pieces of data analysis, so that when a teacher comes to you 
and says, “I am worried about this student. He is not showing growth in reading.” Being 
able to dig into that and really figure out why, what is it about the reading that they are 
not seeing growth. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Caroline’s steadfast belief in the importance of empowering her faculty to become highly 
effective professionals is further illustrated in her leadership practices. Rather than provide 
lectures or handouts on the benefits of certain reading instructional practices, Caroline models 
high impact literacy instruction at her weekly faculty meetings. She noted: 
I believe in teaching my teachers. I try to model for them things that I would like to see in 
their classrooms. For example, if I feel like we need a little booster in the use of graphic 
organizers for certain content areas . . . maybe I have walked around a few classrooms, 
and I have seen them not used really the way they should be, then I will use graphic 
organizers in a staff meeting, so that they are familiar with the graphic organizer, the 
structure of it, and then we have a conversation about how you could use this in literacy 
instruction. They start to own it themselves. I feel like my style is more about providing 
that professional development almost from a colleague point of view. Here is (Caroline), 
she was a classroom teacher, she is still a classroom teacher at heart, she is still about 
teaching in best practices, she is going to share what she knows; as opposed to she is the 
principal and she is telling us what we have to do . . . I think that has influenced my staff. 
(interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Barb, one of Caroline’s reading specialists described the benefits of Caroline’s hands on 
approach to supporting teaching and learning at Jane Addams:  
When new (literacy) strategies come on the horizon, a lot of times we will learn about it 
while we are doing it. She will use the same strategy and model it at a staff meeting. All 
of her old teaching materials are in one of our shared book rooms. She will walk into a 
third grade classroom and see that they are working on the Solar System and she’ll email 
the teacher later and say “I have got three great big books in the book room that you can 
feel free to go check out. I think your kids would enjoy it. I think it would parallel with 
the literacy activity that you did today.” Really just trying to be a resource for teachers, I 
think, has contributed to what is happening. (interview, February 17, 2015) 
 
During my site visits, Jane Addams’ book rooms were in regular use by faculty members 
(observations, February 17, 2015, April 4, 2015). Jane Addams teachers also described how 
Caroline also regularly provides literacy professional support to the faculty by responding to 
concerns and actively allocating professional materials and resources. Lynn noted, “She helped 
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organize the book rooms, create the rooms where teachers can go and get professional materials 
and books for kids, leveled series books” (interview, February 17, 2015). Similarly, Curt shared, 
“She gives us strategies that can be more global strategies so that they can be used to support 
multiple standards within the curriculum” (interview, February 17, 2015). 
An example of Caroline’s regular instructional supports for her staff is documented in an 
internal memo to her third through sixth grade teachers. In the memo, Caroline shared a literacy 
resource that she has used, herself, when she was teacher to help develop her students’ reading 
fluency (staff memo document, July 15, 2014). Caroline also provides her faculty with a weekly 
newsletter that features instructional tips, suggestions of available resources including 
professional books, articles, and websites, and encouragement (staff newsletter documents). 
Through her words and actions, it is clear that Caroline’s deep commitment to students is tightly 
bound to her purposeful support of her faculty.  
In addition to actively developing her teachers’ professional skills, Caroline is intentional 
about regularly monitoring their professional practices through frequent formal and informal 
observations and unannounced classroom walkthroughs. She described how she purposefully 
uses supervision data to inform individual and whole-staff professional support: 
One of the things I try to do is to use my walk-through observations to see where there 
are strengths are and maybe where there are opportunities for growth. For example, if I 
am walking through and I see that there are a lot of small group instructional happenings 
in classrooms, then I talk about that because I want to see it increase or I want to see it 
continue. It is just finding those opportunities to keep literacy in the forefront so that they 
don’t fall into those practices that just become routine and mundane. When I share an 
idea or a strategy, I want my teachers to be able to turn and talk and share with their team 
how they might be able to use that in the classroom. I think that face-to-face conversation 
and dialogue, brainstorming ideas, and that having a few people share out is really 
beneficial to them, rather than just reading it in a newsletter and not ever discussing it. 
(interview, April 4, 2015) 
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Caroline requires that at least one of the required formal classroom observations for non-
tenured teachers be of a literacy lesson. Even when observing a lesson in a subject area other 
than English/Language Arts, Caroline is keenly interested in how the teacher incorporates 
reading and writing into the content area instruction. She is intentional in linking continuous 
professional development for her teachers to their current instructional practices to promote high 
impact student learning.  
Monitoring student progress. Caroline explained her school’s philosophy about the 
faculty’s role in providing access for their students: 
We have the mindset that it is our job to make sure students are college and career-job 
ready, and that starts in kindergarten. It means is that in kindergarten are we doing 
everything that we need to do for that kindergartner to be successful for 1st grade. Then 
in 1st grade, are we doing the same thing all the way up. So when they leave us in 6th 
grade, that they are able to be successful and have all of the foundational skills and tools 
and strategies that they need to excel in junior high school. They understand the value of 
learning, being self-motivated, and setting goals for themselves. We do talk a lot about 
college. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Throughout her tenure at Jane Addams, Caroline has put solid structures, and three times 
a year, Caroline provides a half-day of release time for each grade level team to meet with her, 
the assistant principal, and a reading specialist to create instructional planning forms for core 
subjects. These days, which are called Instructional Planning Days, provide a time for teachers to 
break down all of the components of literacy instruction for each trimester and identify what 
materials, instructional strategies, motivational strategies, and assessments will be used for the 
core-level of instruction. The teams then collaboratively determine the components of 
interventions for students who qualify for additional academic supports. Caroline takes a lead 
role in these meetings, as she serves as the head of the Response to Intervention implementation 
of Jane Addams.  
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Approximately every six weeks, Caroline and her faculty have KID Days, which focus 
solely on monitoring students’ literacy achievement. On KID Days, the grade level teams meet 
with Caroline, the student services team, the English language teachers, and the reading 
specialists to review students’ literacy data. While observing multiple grade level meetings on a 
KID Day, grade level teams worked closely with Caroline to analyze students’ qualitative and 
quantitative data to identify individual student needs and allocate necessary intervention 
resources. I noted that Caroline was highly interested not only in the actual student achievement 
data but also in coaching her faculty to continuously increase their capacity in data-driven 
decision making (observation, April 4, 2015).  
From the paperwork to the process, these systems began when Caroline arrived. Mallory, 
District 8 Director of Literacy Programming, attributed the progress of Jane Addams Staff 
Members in becoming more fluent in using data to Caroline’s leadership:  
One of the things (Caroline) is extremely strong in is the use of data to drive instruction. 
When she came on board at (Jane Addams), she really steered the staff in that direction. I 
think it changed the landscape of literacy at that school, because they began to look at it 
differently rather than “Well, this is how I’ve always done it,” to the teachers being able 
to think more about what it was that the students who were sitting in front of them really 
needed. So, I think that if there is anything that I would point to in how (Caroline) 
affected the literacy at (Jane Addams), it would be by really broadening the teachers’ 
understanding and perspective when it came to data-driven instruction. (interview, 
September 17, 2015) 
 Although organizational change can present challenges to various stakeholders, the Jane 
Addams Staff adjusted well to the process of becoming more data-driven. Curt, the Jane Addams 
art teacher, described the staff’s journey: 
That was the first 2 years when our principal came here is when that happened. It 
partially was because we had a lot of these things already in place. The road wasn’t 
always put together, so you had a side street going here and a side street going there, so 
she was able say let’s converge these and make a straight path so we can get things going 
in a more linear direction so that we can build on top of the next thing. That is what you 
were talking about, where we saw that huge jump in student achievement. It was like 
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“Wow!” Now everything is getting aligned, so that was a powerful vision to see that get 
implemented and then to see the effect. (interview, February 17, 2015)	  
 
Mandy, a Special Education resource teacher added: “It’s really becoming a well-oiled 
machine.” (interview, February 17, 2015) 
When the Jane Addams students’ achievement scores on the MAP tests recently 
improved, Caroline described being contacted by her Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum 
and Instruction:  
She said, “What did you do over there? I am looking at your MAP scores and I don’t 
know what’s in the water or what happened, but something happened and I have really 
never seen anything like it!” Some of our average growth rates went up; you know 
typical might be for a certain grade level 3 to 5 Response to Intervention points, but some 
went up by 20 RIT points. So it really was exciting, and it was a big celebration with the 
staff. A lot of them said, “You did this,” and I said that I didn’t do anything—I told them, 
“You are the ones who stood in front of the kids, you are the one who did it. You made it 
happen! I just believed in you and gave you a roadmap, but you guys are the ones that did 
it.” (interview, January 15, 2015)  	  
By embedding structures for the Jane Addams faculty to regularly analyze student 
achievement, supporting their professional development in appropriately using data to drive 
decision making, and modeling what it looks like to be a data-driven leader, Caroline ensures 
every Jane Addams’ students’ academic journeys are closely monitored to support success. 
Caroline explained: 
We are diverse in every way imaginable, and our kids are coming to use with very 
different skill levels and very different backgrounds. All of that takes a big piece, it all 
matters. To be able to truly understand who the children are sitting in front of us, I think, 
is critical. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Because she recognizes the importance of supporting students’ academic gains from the 
school year throughout the summer months, Caroline takes a lead role in developing and 
promoting Jane Addams’ Summer Reading Program. Students are provided with materials and 
challenged to record their summer reading minutes on a log. Depending on the total number of 
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minutes read, students can either earn a bachelor’s, master’s, or doctorate reading degree. If, as 
an entire school, the students surpass the total minutes read from the previous summer, Caroline 
rewards them by doing something entertaining such as dying her hair an unusual color or eating 
her lunch on the roof of the school (document, summer reading flyer).  
Summary. Ensuring success for every student is at the very core of Jane Addams 
School’s objectives. Caroline noted: 
Our school-wide vision is that we want our students to walk out of our doors having the 
capacity to be readers and thinkers, and to be able to use reading to open doors for 
themselves in other areas. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Through observations, interviews with Caroline and her staff, and a review of relevant 
documents, it is clear that every aspect of the school’s culture as well as Caroline and her 
faculty’s actions support this vision. Caroline’s literacy leadership is realized by the way she 
purposefully shares leadership and fosters a culture of collaboration among her faculty, develops 
and monitors professional practices, and monitors student progress. Caroline credits targeted 
professional development and ongoing professional conversations with her staff for Jane 
Addams’ success. She leads by example the expectation at Jane Addams to do whatever it takes 
to support student success.  
Summary 
 Chapter 4 provided detailed descriptions of and subsequent themes that emerged from 
both cases of this comparative case study. Despite significant differences in student enrollment, 
poverty, geography, diversity, and funding, the two case schools shared similarities in regard to 
how leaders implemented the distributed leadership framework to build staff capacity and 
achieve high levels of student literacy learning.  
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 In both cases, interviews with principals and faculty members, observations of staff, and 
an analysis of relevant documents supported that purposefully sharing leadership among the 
faculty, building a culture of collaboration, and developing and monitoring professional practices 
served as fundamental leadership practices for the school principals. Promoting strong visions 
for student literacy learning and ensuring student achievement was actively monitored also 
proved to be integral aspects of leadership.  
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Chapter 5  
Cross-Case Analysis and Findings  
This chapter features a cross-case analysis of the two schools in this study, providing 
themes that emerged from an analysis of the data and comparing the findings across the two 
cases. This chapter also will explore similarities and differences between the cases within the 
context of the overarching research question: How do successful elementary school principals 
promote high impact literacy learning within their schools? In order to provide additional insight 
into this research question, three subsequent questions were explored:  
1. In what leadership behaviors and activities do literacy leader principals engage as they 
establish a school culture devoted to high impact literacy learning? 
2. How do intermediate elementary principals who are literacy leaders develop the 
collective instructional and leadership capacity of their faculty to facilitate student 
literacy proficiency? How does distributed leadership influence this process? 
3. What obstacles have these principals encountered and overcome when establishing a 
focus on high impact literacy teaching and learning?  
These supporting questions feature themes and issues that have relevance to all questions, 
and as such, the themes and issues described in the findings may address multiple research 
questions in several of the narratives. For example, the third question addresses the obstacles 
principals have encountered when establishing a focus on high impact literacy teaching and 
learning, but these obstacles also are described in question two, which address the leadership 
behaviors and activities that inhibit the development of the collective instructional and leadership 
capacity of school faculties. In order to fully gain an understanding of the nature of the research 
findings, it is recommended that all sections of this chapter be collectively read rather than 
limiting reading to findings from each individual research question.  
	  	  
112	  
Research Question One: Establishing a High Impact Literacy Culture 
Research Question One stated: In what leadership behaviors and activities do literacy 
leader principals engage as they establish a school culture devoted to high impact literacy 
learning? An analysis of the data revealed the following three themes regarding leadership 
behaviors and activities: (a) principals place an organizational premium on literacy teaching and 
learning, (b) principals actively monitor student literacy learning, and (c) principals allocate 
resources and protect literacy teaching and learning time.  
 Principals place an organizational premium on literacy teaching and learning. 
Through their words and actions, both principals displayed an unwavering commitment to high 
impact literacy teaching and learning. In addition to serving as strong advocates for literacy, they 
established school cultures in which promoting strong literacy skills and a deep love for reading 
among all students was absolutely central to the school’s mission. Thomas Jefferson’s principal, 
Hillary, described how establishing this love of literacy extends far beyond ensuring that 
students’ literacy test scores excel: 
Test scores are important, but our main goal here at (Thomas Jefferson) is to instill that 
passion, that desire to want to read and write, and of course speaking and listening, too. 
When I receive emails or have parents stop me to say that their children are reading at 
midnight or writing at a sleepover, that’s when you know you’ve done the most important 
work: the kids get it . . . they’re excited about it! When you tell the kids, “Okay, put your 
books away because it’s time for PE and the kids go, “Awwww!” Wow! (Hillary, 
interview, November 24, 2014) 
 
Faculty members in both schools acknowledged the positive influence that their 
principals had on promoting a love of literacy within their respective schools. Sue, a reading 
specialist at Thomas Jefferson, described how Hillary’s interactions with students and staff 
reflected her authentic commitment to enriching others’ literacy lives: 
I think a huge, huge thing for me is her passion, and her excitement, and her eagerness. It 
just permeates off her and you get excited to talk with her or share things with her. That 
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is just huge, even for the little kids. They love to show a book to her or read to her. 
(interview, February 12, 2015).  
 
Lynn, a sixth grade teacher at Jane Addams, remarked on Caroline’s ability to align the mission 
with her actions: 
She is just a supporter and an advocate. She has an aura of just literacy and doing what is 
best for kids. (interview, February 17, 2015). 
 
The actions of the principals had a noticeable influence on the culture of their schools and beliefs 
and actions of their faculty. Elaine, a Thomas Jefferson fifth grade teacher, shared how a visitor 
recently remarked on the salient sense of literacy commitment at the school:  
We had a curriculum rep come in the other day to talk with us. One of the nice things she 
said, as we were sitting down and looking around the classrooms, was that when you 
come into this building, apart from any other building in the district, it just screams 
literacy. I thought that was really nice. That is because of this team (BLT) and because of 
our principal. (interview, February 12, 2015)  
 
Cassie, Thomas Jefferson Assistant Principal, also emphasized the positive impact of Hillary’s 
passion for literacy teaching and learning:  
It has really influenced the culture of our school. People are willing to try new things in 
their classroom and understand that “Hey, this might not work, and that’s okay, but we 
want to try it to see.” That’s something that’s really great about our school—we know we 
can try things and it’s okay if it doesn’t work. (Hillary) is very supportive and often 
comes to the staff with “Here are some things that I’ve learned that I’d love someone to 
try and let us know how it goes.” She definitely encourages us to try new things. 
(interview, September 11, 2015) 
During site observations at Thomas Jefferson School and Jane Addams School, Hillary 
and Caroline were observed conveying the importance of their schools’ literacy missions through 
purposeful conversations with their faculty. In an observation of a Thomas Jefferson staff 
meeting, Hillary devoted over half of the hour-long meeting to an activity in which faculty 
members conducted book talks with their colleagues. Throughout the activity, Hillary reiterated 
ways in which these materials could be used within the classrooms to extend literacy learning for 
students. (observation, April 15, 2015).  
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 During an observation of Caroline leading a data meeting with her fifth grade team, she 
used multiple opportunities within the meeting to reframe conversations with teachers to focus 
on the literacy instructional practices that were impacting student learning outcomes and 
modeling high expectations for all students, even those who were struggling. Teachers were 
observed to respond positively to this model, and many actively generated ideas to support 
students that reflected Jane Addams’ mission of promoting high levels of literacy achievement 
for all students to ensure college and career readiness (observation, April 4, 2015). Whitney, Jane 
Addams Assistant Principal, described the school culture as being deeply rooted in enhancing the 
literacy learning of all students: 
We focus a lot of our professional development and team time on having discussions 
around literacy, whether it’s reading instruction or content-area literacy. It’s definitely 
part of our mission to meet the needs of our kids and make sure that we’re doing what we 
can to provide instruction that meets the Common Core Standards and increases the rigor 
of instruction for students. (interview, September 9, 2015) 
For both principals, promoting literacy extended beyond formal and informal 
conversations and interactions with students and staff. A review of parent newsletters from both 
schools revealed ongoing monthly communication with families about how to positively 
contribute to students’ reading lives, get involved with literacy events and programs at the 
schools, and extend learning opportunities at home.  
Additionally, the principals at both cases placed an organizational premium on literacy by 
effectively planning and launching literacy initiatives within their schools. At both schools, 
students participated in summer reading programs and parents had multiple opportunities 
throughout the school year to attend literacy-focused educational events aimed at supporting 
children’s literacy skills and engagement at home. Along with a core group of her teachers, 
Hillary launched the One Author, One School program at Thomas Jefferson, which has become 
one of the annual highlights for students, staff, and families. After an analysis of Jane Addams’ 
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student literacy data revealed significant gaps in the area of academic vocabulary, Caroline led a 
multi-year initiative with her faculty to address this curricular concern by providing targeted 
professional development and placing an ongoing emphasis on incorporating academic 
vocabulary across all disciplines, including physical education and fine arts. Curt, the Jane 
Addams art teacher, described how his instructional strategies have changed as a result: 
Now, in the fine arts, we highlight key academic vocabulary and try to integrate as much 
reading as we can. In stories, I do a lot of literacy-based springboards for projects just to 
get them interested. (interview, February 17, 2015)  
 
By consistently placing literacy teaching and learning at the cornerstone of their schools’ 
focus and culture, Hillary and Caroline demonstrated literacy leadership. As a result, the 
students, staff, and families of Thomas Jefferson and Jane Addams gained an understanding of 
the importance of pursuing strong literacy skills and became valuable partners in advancing this 
school-wide mission.  
Principals actively monitor student literacy learning. The two principals were 
advocates of using student learning data to inform decisions about instruction and school 
practices. Both Hillary and Caroline regularly used formal and informal data to guide their 
decisions about student learning, professional development, and program evaluation. In addition 
to personally being aware of students’ data, both principals developed systems and structures 
allowing the regular review and analysis of student data with their faculty. Hillary (Thomas 
Jefferson) acknowledged that having strong data systems in place has been a challenge for her 
school district; however, more recent piloting programs have resulted in the initial use of 
nationally normed assessment measures for benchmarking students’ literacy achievement. 
Hillary shared how data is used to monitor students’ literacy achievement: 
When we’re looking at monitoring the students, it really is coming down to conferring 
with them, and knowing where they are and if they’re grasping the concepts and skills 
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that the teachers have taught through that conferring. We also use common assessments, 
which each grade level team put together. (interview, November 24, 2014) 
 
Maggie, a third grade teacher at Thomas Jefferson, described how Hillary regularly shares data 
with teachers to inform their teaching practices: 
She sends us an email about our kids’ progress monitoring data. At the beginning of the 
year, she meets with each of the intermediate teachers and talks about how our kids did 
last year—what are their strengths and weaknesses in literacy. We also went and talked to 
their last year’s teacher. She has made data more of a focus for her in the last two or 
maybe three years. (interview, February 12, 2015)  
 
Nicole, a fourth grade teacher at Thomas Jefferson, added:  
 
She uses GoogleDocs, too, so that she can share data among grade levels, specialists, and 
special ed. teachers. Kids that are in interventions are highlighted and their progress 
monitoring data is regularly added so it’s a running document. We know data is so 
important no matter who you are—if you’re the reading specialist or a classroom 
teacher—you need to be looking at it and really collaborating with your team. (interview, 
February 12, 2015) 
 
Although Thomas Jefferson had structures in place that enabled Hillary and her staff to 
actively monitor students’ literacy learning, Jane Addams appeared to have even more 
thoroughly embedded and developed data monitoring structures, many of which Caroline has 
either initiated or further developed over the past 4 years since she has been the building 
principal. Mandy, a special education teacher at Jane Addams, described the school’s system for 
data analysis: 
We are data driven, so we have what is called KID Days after each benchmark 
assessment/testing. We use MAP and AimsWEB data as well as informal assessments by 
the reading specialists and classroom teachers. Then we meet to go over the data and 
decide what intervention groups students may need, decide which instructional groups 
they should be in, both in the classroom and outside of the classroom. This process has 
really changed since (principal’s name) has been our principal. Every year we are getting 
a little bit better with the data process. It is really becoming a well-oiled machine. 
(interview, February 17, 2015)  
 
Caroline also provides each teacher with a data binder, which she prepares over the summer. The 
binder includes literacy and math data from the students’ previous school year, and the current 
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year’s classroom teacher adds student achievement data to it over the course of the year, 
referring to it during KID Days and grade level team meetings. Mallory, the District 8 Director 
of Literacy Programming, stated the value of Caroline’s data binder system—not only for Jane 
Addams, but also for the school district: 
I’ve been at administrator meetings when (Caroline) has talked about them and other 
principals have asked her to come and see this in action and for her to show them how to 
use this at their schools. We have a district consultant who really nailed it when she said, 
“This district is data rich but teachers are data poor.” She was referring to the fact that so 
many of our teachers don’t all know what to do with all the data we have access to, and 
(Caroline) really bridges that gap for her staff and even her fellow principals. (interview, 
September 17, 2015) 
 Although Jane Addams appeared to have a more developed data-driven school culture 
than Thomas Jefferson, both principals had effective systems in place to regularly monitor 
students’ literacy achievement and work closely with their faculties to make data-driven 
decisions about teaching and learning.  
Principals allocate resources and protect literacy teaching and learning time. The 
principals in both cases aligned their schools’ missions of promoting literacy with their decision 
making regarding the allocation of resources and protection of teaching and learning time to 
advance literacy learning. By reinforcing the words of the school’s missions with visible actions 
such as creating master schedules that secure uninterrupted literacy teaching and learning time 
and allocating space, materials, and human resources that enhance the school’s mission of high 
impact literacy learning, Hillary (Thomas Jefferson) and Caroline (Jane Addams) demonstrated 
solid literacy leadership.  
Hillary described how she has reworked Thomas Jefferson’s master schedule to provide 
adequate teaching and learning time for literacy: 
In that past, at the building level, we just were told you needed 60 minutes of math, an 
hour and a half of reading, and 30 minutes of writing, but it was left to the building 
administration to build the schedules, and that was it. At the end of last year, the district 
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office asked to see all of the schools’ schedules, and they saw what people were doing. 
Some schools were only doing writing for a half an hour once or twice a week. We were 
way over at 60 minutes, 5 days a week. The directive this year was 30 minutes of writing 
and an hour and a half of reading. My teachers have an hour and a half of reading and 60 
minutes of writing. (interview, November 24, 2014) 
 
Kristen, a first grade teacher at Thomas Jefferson, noted the effects of Hillary’s scheduling 
practices: 
In my old school, we would have to go figure out our schedule, but (principal’s name) 
blocks everything. She tells us, “This is the time you are teaching math, this is when you 
are teaching writing.” It’s the same across our whole team, so I feel that that is a way of 
protecting precious time. (interview, February 12, 2015) 
 
Similarly, Caroline has redesigned Jane Addams’ master schedule to ensure instructional time is 
protected from interruptions:  
We have what is called Power Hour and a Literacy Hour that is uninterrupted, and when 
the core literacy instruction occurs within the classroom. Power Hour is where students 
who receive an intervention are pulled from the classroom, but no new core instruction 
occurs within the classroom. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Barb, a reading specialist at Jane Addams, reflected on how this scheduling change has promoted 
student learning:  
We are not allowed to pull out students during that time. In the past, before our current 
principal, we would be pulling some of the kids out during reading to get their 
individualized instruction, but now everyone is in the classroom during that time. 
Everyone is getting it, and I think it’s huge! The door is not opening during that hour, 
which I think helps with the expectations for those kids who are struggling. All teachers 
feel accountable, because the kids are in their classrooms and not constantly leaving for 
intervention groups at random times. (interview, February 17, 2015) 
 
Lynn, a sixth grade teacher at Jane Addams, added that although this shift was not immediately 
embraced by all teachers, it is now recognized as an important aspect in ensuring teachers have 
adequate time to work with students: 
At first, there was a little struggle with the staff accepting Power Hour and the principal 
coming in and reorganizing the schedule like that, but now, it makes a lot of sense to the 
staff and there’s definitely buy-in because we are seeing it work for kids. (interview, 
February 17, 2015) 
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In addition to protecting literacy teaching and learning time, both principals secured 
space, resources, and human resources that would directly advance the mission of high impact 
literacy within their schools. At Thomas Jefferson School, Hillary and her Building Leadership 
Team turned an unused classroom into a Reading Room, which is regularly used by teachers and 
their students as a cozy spot for independent reading. At Jane Addams, Caroline and her reading 
specialists created two literacy resource rooms for teachers—one for fiction books and novels, 
and one for non-fiction and content-specific literacy resources. During observations at both 
schools, staff members were observed using these spaces to engage in literacy practices—
whether reading a book or gathering engaging materials for an upcoming literacy lesson.  
Hillary and Caroline each have two full-time reading specialists on their staff. They each 
described how they are in the process of transitioning these roles from solely providing direct 
literacy services to students to also including elements of instructional coaching to enhance 
teachers’ instructional capacity in literacy. Margaret, District 200 Assistant Director of 
Elementary Education, shared that Hillary was the only elementary school principal who was 
initiating this job description transition for her reading specialists, a decision with which she 
personally agreed and attributed to Hillary’s developed vision as a leader for learning:  
The goal of this was that by providing more targeted support to teachers, less students 
would be needing to be pulled out of classrooms for reading interventions because of the 
quality of instruction. I think that speaks to (Hillary’s) emphasis on teacher need and 
really, the understanding that student learning starts with the teachers’ ability to meet the 
needs of students, and so I think that just the power she’s able to have in supporting her 
teachers. (interview, September 17, 2015) 
 
 By valuing the role of reading specialists and envisioning ways to increase their overall 
influence on teaching and learning within their schools, both principals demonstrated an 
understanding of harnessing the potential of the human resources within their schools to advance 
their curricular goals and positively support student learning.  
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Research Question Two: Developing Collective Instructional and Leadership Capacity  
Research Question Two stated: How do intermediate elementary principals who are 
literacy leaders develop the collective instructional and leadership capacity of their faculty to 
facilitate student literacy proficiency? How does distributed leadership influence this process? 
An analysis of the data revealed three themes: (a) principals prioritize literacy-focused 
professional development, (b) principals develop structures and foster a school culture that 
promotes staff engagement in school goals, and (c) principals distribute leadership and empower 
teacher leaders.  
Principals prioritize literacy-focused professional development. Literacy leaders 
broadly define and apply their role as leaders for learning by making concerted efforts to apply 
their leadership towards developing their faculty members’ instructional capacity by offering 
diligent, supportive, visible, and frequent reinforcement of high quality teaching and learning. 
The principals at both case schools were engaged in this work by being actively involved in 
developing classroom teaching and learning practices, embedding professional collaboration 
opportunities, and seeking out meaningful professional development for their faculties.  
Hillary and Caroline cited the importance of being actively engaged in classroom 
teaching and learning within their schools, describing frequent and informal classroom walk-
throughs as an essential practice of an effective literacy leader principal. Data collected during 
classroom walk-throughs provided the principals with key information in specific areas in which 
individual teachers needed additional support, as well as instructional practices in which the 
entire faculty needed further development. When addressing instructional practices that require 
attention, Hillary described the importance of candid professional conversations: 
It is always harder if you have to have a difficult conversation, but I also know that the 
staff that I have to have these difficult conversations with, they know that it is coming 
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from a good place. If the evaluation goes down from the previous year, it is not because I 
just sat there and watched somebody struggle and didn’t provide support, where there 
would have been support along the way. We have put things into place for them to be 
able to become stronger in that area and we have very open conversations. (interview, 
April 15, 2015)  
 
Caroline reiterated the importance of securing a comprehensive support plan, which often 
including enlisting the support of the reading specialists and highly effective teacher colleagues, 
to ensure her faculty’s professional practices are continuously improving: 
I think just fidelity to the systems. It is the going back to “here is our process and here is 
what needs to happen next. How can I support you? Do you need to go to another 
classroom and see instruction in place? Would you like our reading specialists to come in 
to your classroom?” It is offering all of those things. It is really that support system that I 
think that allows us to sustain what it is that we are doing. But not just sustain it—I’m not 
comfortable to just sustain it, moving it forward, every year growing it a little bit stronger 
in what we do. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
Often, providing professional support to teachers involves Hillary and Caroline directly 
modeling literacy instruction. For Hillary, this meant delivering literacy instruction to students 
and debriefing with the classroom teacher. For Caroline, this meant modeling an instructional 
strategy in literacy for all her teachers during a faculty meeting. In addition to providing targeted 
feedback, modeling instruction, and involving key staff members with specific literacy expertise 
to support their faculties’ professional capacities, Hillary and Caroline described their efforts to 
secure professional development resources such as bring in outside literacy consultants and 
seeking district trainings to enrich their faculties’ instructional capacity. Caroline shared her 
outlook on this matter: 
I am a proponent of ask other people to pay for things for you, and I usually get a yes. If I 
don’t know where to locate our resources, then I will contact our Director of Literacy 
Programming at the district office and say, “Hey, I am looking for information, I am 
looking for speakers, I am looking for books for a book study, I am looking for webinars, 
I am looking for whatever you’ve got—send it my way.” And she is awesome about that; 
very often, I will get those things and use them. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
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Mallory, the District 8 Director of Literacy Programming, credited Caroline’s positive influence 
on her staff by sharing an example of a time she offered professional development on running 
records for all elementary school teachers across the district: 
In some of the schools, I got a moderate number of takers, but in (Caroline’s) building, so 
many teachers wanted this professional development, we couldn’t even hold it at her 
school—we had to hold the training at the district office because she didn’t have a room 
large enough. So that speaks to the building and her leadership, because they all wanted 
to know how to do this and how to use the information that was gained. This was not 
typical for our other schools. I only had one other elementary school with that type of 
response. That was the only school that we couldn’t even hold the training at her school 
there were so many people. It’s really important to have someone like (Caroline), because 
she understands literacy very well. People who have skills like hers makes a huge 
difference. (interview, September 17, 2015) 
Margaret, District 200 Assistant Director of Elementary Education, described Hillary’s 
unrelenting commitment to securing professional development for her staff:     
(Hillary) is going to do whatever it takes for students, so whatever her teachers need to do 
to get ready for that, she’s willing to do it. If that means going above and beyond what 
the District has put in place, she’s absolutely going to advocate for her teachers and 
students to have those resources and training. I think that was best illustrated by how she 
responded when the District was sort of absent from that piece for several years. She’s 
not willing to stand idle. She’s going to do what she needs to do for her building. 
(interview, September 17, 2015) 
Both Caroline and Hillary have brought in numerous professional consultants and literacy 
experts into their buildings to support their faculties’ development in specific areas such as 
implementing a reading workshop model or analyzing students’ literacy data, as well as more 
overarching topics such as engaging parents as partners in building students’ literacy skills and 
fostering a love for literacy among all students. Hillary reflected on the significant influence one 
of the outside consultants had on her staff:  
When I invited him to speak to my staff 2 years ago, it was 3 years into our literacy push 
that we were doing. Anyone who might have been thinking, “Oh, I don’t make a 
difference with reading,” that speech hooked them. Where even now, even my building 
engineer—is totally in on the mission. He’s even a reading buddy with one of the 
students in our special education program. My secretaries have their Hot Reads out and 
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change them every month, and the kids will talk to them about what they’re reading . . . 
they get it now. (interview, November 24, 2014)  
 
The two principals of this study also demonstrated a commitment to creating professional 
learning communities that value learning. Hillary acknowledged the importance of providing her 
faculty with opportunities to collaborate and benefit from professional conversation on best 
practices: 
You have to have that core group of people that you can talk to about the best practices 
and what is going on in the world of literacy. Just reading about it isn’t going to be 
enough. We know that with kids. As they are learning, they need to read and write about 
it, they need to talk about it, they need to have professional arguments with people about 
beliefs and whatnot to challenge each other to grow. (interview, April 15, 2015)  
 
In order to ensure time for these professional conversations, Hillary developed the 
Thomas Jefferson master schedule in a way that embedded three 45-minute sessions of grade 
level collaboration time each week. Laura, a kindergarten teacher at Thomas Jefferson, described 
how her grade level team used this collaboration time to discuss literacy teaching and learning: 
We talk about the key norms in our meetings and set guidelines, so when we meet, it is 
the most effective use of our time. We also talk about reading assessments and 
highlighting those kids who maybe either need to be challenged or supported more and 
how we are going to do that. (interview, February, 15, 2015) 
 
Similarly, Caroline provided her faculty with weekly collaboration time. Jane Addams teachers 
also have opportunities for professional collaboration each Friday afternoon, when students have 
an early-release day. This time is used for faculty meetings and grade level collaboration 
meetings. Both Hillary and Caroline demonstrated highly developed skills in enhancing the 
professional capacities of their staffs through ongoing and meaningful literacy professional 
development.  
Principals develop structures and foster a school culture that promotes staff 
engagement in school goals. Research suggests that effective school leaders play a crucial role 
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in setting the school’s cultural norms, including actively confronting those that hinder a high-
trust culture (Elmore, 2000; Murphy, 2006). The two principals of this study demonstrated a 
strong dedication to establishing structures and fostering a school culture that promoted high 
levels of staff engagement in their schools’ literacy goals.  
Throughout their time as principals of their schools, Hillary (Thomas Jefferson) and 
Caroline (Jane Addams) have developed structures that promote active staff involvement with 
not only continuously improving their professional practices but also contributing to the school-
wide goals of building high levels of literacy engagement among students. At Thomas Jefferson 
School, Hillary relied on her Building Leadership Team (BLT) to serve as representative voices 
from the entire staff and participate in the decision-making process for the building. She 
described an example of how the BLT was instrumental in getting staff buy-in for the One 
Author, One School Program: 
The first year we did One Author, One School, we wanted to make sure that teachers 
didn’t feel like this was just one more thing, and I think some did . . . So last year, the 
BLT and I asked for input from all of the classroom teachers—we asked what went well, 
what didn’t go well, and what would they’d like to see done differently. We took their 
input through the BLT and we revamped some things within the program for last year, 
and then made some changes. Now we have 100% buy-in from the entire staff. I think 
you really have to have the core group, and you really need to think about the 
negatives—what are the issues and face those head on . . . I say, “It’s going to be hard. 
There are going to be things that we’re going to say, “What in the world were we 
thinking?” but we’re going to do it together. We’re going to fumble through it together 
and figure it out together. I am very team-oriented. (interview, November 24, 2014)  
 
In addition to the formal BLT structure, Hillary fosters staff engagement through 
regularly providing opportunities in which literacy teaching and learning is celebrated and shared 
within the school’s professional community. Hillary uses portions of her monthly staff meeting 
time for teachers to share professional literature and children’s books with each other and discuss 
high impact literacy strategies. Hillary also fosters staff engagement by encouraging staff 
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members to learn from each other’s areas of expertise. Kim, a kindergarten teacher at Thomas 
Jefferson, described how Hillary provides substitute coverage for teachers to observe their 
colleagues teach literacy lessons: 
We are afforded professional release time to go in and watch literacy lessons in other 
classrooms, which is huge. Our principal provides us with subs, and we coordinate 
among ourselves to do that. (interview, February 12, 2015)  
 
 At Jane Addams, Caroline has facilitated formal structures that encourage staff 
involvement and engagement. In addition to restructuring the leadership committees in her 
school to include Building Leadership, Management, and Problem Solving Teams, Caroline 
created the KID Day Structure, which embeds regular opportunities for the Jane Addams faculty 
to discuss students’ literacy progress. Karen, a second grade teacher at Jane Addams, reflected 
on this change has affected student and staff learning:  
When we started having KID Days, it formalized opportunities to sit down and use data 
to make decisions about how to support our students. Although we had done some 
student groupings the year before our principal got here, too, and we saw a big jump in 
the achievement data the year we started really digging into the data. (interview, February 
17, 2015) 
 
Mallory, District 8 Director of Literacy Programming, described Caroline as being “one of those 
people who’s able to get people to do what she wants them to do because they want to do it. 
She’s able to get to the heart of what needs to be done and help people understand why it needs 
to be done and then encourage them to do it” (interview, September 17, 2015). 
Both principals described seeking regular feedback from their faculties about 
programming and decisions through the use of electronic surveys, meeting with grade level 
teams, and one-on-one conversations with teachers. By valuing the opinions, concerns, and ideas 
of their faculties, Hillary and Caroline fostered staff engagement and a shared sense of 
ownership over the success of the school. In order to have high levels of staff engagement and 
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shared ownership, there must be a culture of high trust within the organization. Hillary and 
Caroline fostered trust by establishing norms of professional inquiry and support. Hillary 
described the importance of modeling professional inquiry for her faculty:  
I think that being a literacy leader means that I’m learning along with them. I am asking 
questions . . . I don’t have all the answers. At our staff meetings, I get asked questions 
and I say, “I don’t know. That’s a great question . . . let’s see if we can find out the 
answer.” So, I think it truly shows others I don’t think I have all the answers and I am 
committed to learning and growing, myself. (interview, November 24, 2014)  
 
An additional example of modeling professional inquiry is illustrated by Hillary’s regular 
participation in professional book studies with her staff throughout the school year.  
 Caroline also spoke about empowering her teachers to feel safe and supported when 
taking instructional risks for the benefit of student learning:  
I’m realistic with things like that and I think that makes them more comfortable, too. We 
talk a lot about how we have to do what’s best for kids and, we can be given directives 
that might not always make sense or might be coming from someone who hasn’t been in 
the classroom for awhile, so I think because we talk openly about that, they do feel safe 
and don’t close their doors when they try new things. They’ll keep their doors open and 
will even invite me in and say, “Hey, I’m going to try this.” . . . That’s the only way 
they’re going to grow. (interview, April 4, 2015)  
 
 During observations of the two principals interacting with their faculties, there were 
numerous times when Hillary and Caroline affirmed teachers for taking instructional risks, 
modeled intellectual curiosity and engagement, and allowed their faculty to reveal challenges in 
a safe and supportive manner. Hillary addressed the importance of sustaining supportive and 
trusting relationships with her staff: 
We talk a lot about how we have to support one another. With the demands of this job, it 
is very easy to get pulled into the negativity, like, “They want us to do one more thing? 
We have to do what now?” By focusing on the positive things between each other, I think 
it really keeps us stay close as a staff. We talk a lot about how we truly are a family here, 
I think more so that any of the other schools that I have been in. People get along, they 
respect each other, and they are professional. Here, people will go above and beyond for 
each other because we have built that climate. (interview, April 15, 2015) 
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Principals distribute leadership and empower teacher leaders. An important aspect of 
the second research question involved investigating the influence of distributed leadership 
practices on principals’ efforts to build the instructional and leadership capacities of their 
faculties. Data from both schools suggested that Hillary and Caroline used distributed leadership 
principles to focus on their faculties’ collective leadership capacity and individuals’ instructional 
expertise in the area of literacy. The principals purposefully identified teacher leaders and 
created formal and informal opportunities for these individuals to advance the literacy mission of 
the schools.  
In order to ensure their leadership work focused primarily on leadership for learning, 
Hillary and Caroline distributed some of their non-academic responsibilities, such as student 
discipline and managerial work, to their assistant principals. Caroline noted: “Really, 
instructional leadership falls to me. That is my primary job and task every day” (interview, 
January, 15, 2015). Additionally, both principals actively sought out opportunities to increase the 
scope of the role and influence of their reading specialists to include coaching opportunities for 
their faculties. Caroline explained:  
Our reading specialists have been great about talking about strategies with teachers and 
making suggestions for strategies to use in small-group instruction and materials that they 
can find, and how to tweak this or that. It really has been a lot of educating staff. Often 
the teachers would say “I don’t know what else to use!” or “What other materials do we 
use for this?” That has become a big piece of the reading specialists’ role to coach 
teachers that “Here are comprehension materials, here is how you can use it,” etc. They 
will model that at a staff meeting or they will go to a grade level team meeting and show 
teachers how to incorporate it into their instruction. (interview, April 4, 2015) 
 
Caroline’s assistant principal, Whitney, described how Caroline empowers the Jane Addams 
staff to push themselves as professionals: 
(Caroline) cultivates a culture where there was permission to take risks. She delegates 
leadership to multiple staff members including myself, our reading specialists, etc. She 
values the expertise of the reading specialists’ roles and gives the autonomy and 
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opportunity for others to take a leadership role in the organization. (interview, September 
9, 2015) 
 
Similarly, Hillary distributed leadership to the members of her staff including her reading 
specialists and members of the Thomas Jefferson BLT, of which many of whom have recently 
earned graduate degrees in literacy from a local university known for its Master’s in Literacy 
Program: 
The majority of people on BLT have a Master’s in Literacy. There were eight of us 
originally. Over time, I intentionally started adding several members from the staff. 
When I did, I discussed it with the BLT group to make sure we were selecting individuals 
who would move us forward and also serve as representatives for their grade level 
teammates. (interview, April 15, 2015) 
 
 Elaine, a fifth grade teacher at Thomas Jefferson and a BLT member, reflected on the 
makeup of the group:  
Our principal identified us, and everyone was asked to serve on BLT for a reason. Most 
of us have some sort of literacy degree, so I think that she went with areas people are 
strongest in. In the past, we didn’t always have every grade level represented, so we had 
that change this year because one person can always go back and share things with their 
team. As BLT members, we have a lot of education and are professional, too. I think that 
really makes us feel like, “Yes, we can do this.” A lot of creativity comes from this group 
of people. (interview, February 12, 2015)  
 
Kristen, a first grade teacher and BLT member at Thomas Jefferson, described feeling 
empowered to work with her BLT team members to address the faculty’s professional 
development and engagement needs: 
We recognized that the district was not providing us with enough professional 
development. There was a real need for more professional development for teachers. That 
has been one of the driving forces of this group. I feel that the staff has come to know the 
group also, and they know we can be a voice for our school. They can choose to come to 
any one of us if they have a concern or if they have an idea or a suggestion, and they 
know that we will bring it back to the BLT for consideration. (interview, February 12, 
2015)  
 
Margaret, District 200 Assistant Director of Elementary Education, described Hillary’s 
leadership skills:  
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Her leadership style is one that empowers others. She’s strategic in the way she does 
about professional development training. She brings her teachers along with her. I think 
there’s a certain craft as a leader, that while you have your end goal in mind, you’re able 
to have teachers be a part of that and really feel like a part of that process rather than just 
delegating or dictating what’s to be done, and (Hillary) definitely has that craft. 
(interview, September 17, 2015) 
 
Data from direct observations, interviews, and a review of electronic correspondence 
with their faculty, illustrate that Hillary (Thomas Jefferson) and Caroline (Jane Addams) regard 
their teachers as professionals and full partners in furthering high quality literacy teaching and 
learning within their schools. Furthermore, the two principals recognized that leadership density 
is generated as a result of recognizing human capital within their organization, facilitating 
ongoing professional learning among teachers, and providing teachers with leadership 
opportunities. At Thomas Jefferson, there were numerous examples of teachers taking initiative 
(with full support from Hillary) to provide students, colleagues, and families with literacy 
learning opportunities.  
Research Question Three: Literacy Leadership’s Barriers, Challenges, and Strategies  
Research Question Three was as follows: What obstacles have these principals 
encountered and overcome when establishing a focus on high impact literacy teaching and 
learning? Data analysis revealed the following three themes when considering the obstacles to 
the work of literacy leaders, specifically in regard to establishing a focus on high impact literacy 
teaching and learning: (a) the critical importance of a strong team, (b) the challenge of sustaining 
engagement among stakeholders, and (c) the need for increasing data-driven decision making 
structures. It should be noted that the actions and strategies discussed in the first two research 
questions also relate to these findings.  
The critical importance of a building a strong team of professionals. The 
effectiveness of any organization is directly linked to the caliber of the staff. Leaders of highly 
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effective schools understand that ensuring a highly skilled faculty is not due to random good 
fortune. Rather, building teams of highly effective educators is the result of strategic leadership 
actions, including discerning hiring practices and ensuring ongoing professional support and 
development. Although both Hillary and Caroline described their current staff members as 
having a sense of personal commitment to their schools’ literacy missions, this was initially not 
the case. Both principals attributed this positive shift to their critically important responsibilities 
of building and maintaining highly effective faculties whose teaching practices resulted in high 
quality student learning, with a particular emphasis on literacy.  
Throughout her 6 years as the principal of Thomas Jefferson School, Hillary has hired 
approximately 35% of her current faculty, which has provided her with the opportunity to seek 
out educators whose knowledge of and passion for literacy positively contribute to the already-
established literacy culture of Thomas Jefferson: 
The staff has changed quite a bit since I came here. Having new people to come in and 
keep our momentum going strong can be challenging, but with literacy, it is just what we 
do. We don’t think anything of it. It is always interesting having a teacher join our staff 
from a different school because they notice things that we probably take for granted. 
When new people come in at the beginning of the year, we hear quite a bit about how 
much passion there is for literacy, and I’m like, “Oh, you didn’t do that at your old 
school? That seems weird to you?” . . . Because that’s just part of our culture, and it 
needs to be there. (interview, April 15, 2015) 
 
Hillary described how her hiring practices have evolved over time to include more 
comprehensive interviewing experiences such as requiring candidates to model a lesson and 
provide written responses to essay questions. She explained, “Again, the ultimate goal is getting 
the best person in the spot for those kids” (interview, April 15, 2015).  
In her 4 years at Jane Addams, Caroline has hired approximately 30% of her current 
faculty. Like Hillary, Caroline articulated the great importance of hiring strong teachers with a 
commitment to ensuring high quality literacy teaching and learning. She has struggled to secure 
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highly qualified faculty members for her bilingual classrooms, which require that the teachers 
speak fluent Spanish. As a result, one of her bilingual classrooms has had a long-term substitute 
teacher for several months.  
In addition to hiring highly qualified professionals, it is essential to the goal of 
continuous improvement that principals provide ongoing professional development and support 
for individuals as well as the school faculty as a whole. In order to lead teachers’ professional 
development in the area of literacy, principals must have a strong foundation of literacy teaching 
and learning knowledge, themselves. When considering advice for fellow principals striving to 
serve as literacy leaders, Hillary and Caroline both stressed the importance of principals 
proactively expanding their own professional understanding of high impact literacy teaching and 
learning practices. Hillary explained: 
They need to go back to school and educate themselves. It is one thing to stand up there 
and spout off things that you know are best practice and another thing to actually be 
going back and learning and coming back and bringing it in, rolling up your sleeves and 
getting in the trenches with your teachers and living it with them and talking about it. 
Whether educating themselves means doing a book study with your staff, taking a class, 
going back and getting another degree, I think that is the biggest piece. You have to be 
knowledgeable as a leader if you are going to try to make changes and make huge gains 
in an academic area. As a Literacy Leader you have to constantly be learning. (interview, 
April 15, 2015)  
 
Caroline explained how possessing this solid knowledge enables the principal to provide 
meaningful professional support that will build teaching and learning capacity: 
I think Professional Development for their teachers and really, really helping teachers 
understand best practices and what their role is in the classroom if a student is struggling. 
I think that if you do not have scaffolds in place and if you do not have support systems 
in place for the teachers who are struggling, then you are sunk. Every teacher wants their 
students to succeed but sometimes, depending on the teacher, the level of their 
experience, and their knowledge of pedagogy, they do not know how to truly target that 
child’s needs, then that child is not going to move forward. Sometimes it is about a lack 
of knowledge, but sometimes I think it is about a lack of ownership for the child. They 
just want to go back to the old days of “He must be Special Ed” and they don’t want to 
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consider what they need to do in terms of Tier II instruction for the child. They don’t 
want to take ownership. (interview, April 4, 2015) 
 
Both principals in this study demonstrated a strong commitment to using their deep 
professional knowledge to support the development of their teachers, which was evident during 
observations of their leadership in action as well as through conversations with their faculty 
members. 
The challenge of sustaining engagement among stakeholders. Schools are routinely 
bombarded with competing demands that can pull the organization’s focus and limited time and 
resources in many different directions. Despite the challenge of doing so, strong literacy leaders 
hold steadfast to the goal of ensuring every child becomes a skilled, passionate, and critical 
reader, and stay committed to securing and sustaining stakeholders’ collective engagement in 
this mission. More specifically, literacy leaders are faced with the significant challenge of 
fostering and sustaining a commitment from their most crucial partnerships—their faculties and 
students’ families. 
Although both principals described their faculties as having high levels of commitment 
for their schools’ literacy mission and culture, Hillary and Caroline shared that buy-in did not 
occur overnight. Instead, fostering a strong culture of literacy within their schools resulted from 
intentional leadership practices, which have been described at length in the first two research 
questions. While I was debriefing with Hillary after observing one of her staff meetings in which 
a teacher volunteered to give book talks in front of their colleagues, Hillary noted with some 
frustration that none of her fine arts teachers choose to share a book: 
Well, I am a little . . . not disappointed . . . but, my fine arts teachers use literature all the 
time when they teach. I am surprised—that’s the word—surprised not disappointed, that 
they didn’t share anything because any time you walk in their room they are always 
connecting with literature. I need to remind them to make sure that they are showing what 
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they are doing for their colleagues. It’s important that everybody on the staff sees that we 
are all using the literature. (interview, April 15, 2015) 
 
This quote illustrates Hillary’s acute understanding that as the literacy leader of her school, she 
must be purposeful and relentless about putting an organizational spotlight on literacy teaching 
and learning in order to ensure it remains at the center of the organization’s focus. 
 Caroline’s leadership practices also reflected a deep understanding of the importance of 
seizing opportunities to renew her staff’s commitment to and engagement in literacy teaching 
and learning. She described launching a school-wide focus on academic vocabulary, which was 
driven by an analysis of students’ MAP test data:  
We all created MAP vocabulary posters that now hang in every room in our building. Our 
music teacher refers to words that are also represented in music class. Our art teacher 
refers to words, and these were all the literacy words. They also have vocabulary for 
math and language usage, but we focused on the words from just the reading portion 
because a PE teacher might present a lesson on particular bones and muscles, and at the 
end of the lesson when he is closing he will say, “Who can summarize?” It is a reading 
word, but what we wanted students to know is that these words are everywhere in their 
lives because literacy is everywhere. (interview, January 15, 2015) 
 
By actively involving her entire staff and providing ongoing professional development to support 
their ability to effectively address their school-wide skills deficit area, Caroline not only 
solidified the organization’s premium on literacy teaching and learning but also fostered 
engagement from all teachers to collectively solve a problem. Hillary and Caroline 
acknowledged the tight relationship between staff engagement and empowerment: As teachers 
received professional development and support to refine their professional practices, their 
engagement and involvement in promoting high quality literacy teaching and learning increased. 
Additionally, as the principals delegated greater responsibilities to their teacher leaders, the 
collective capacity of the entire staff increased.  
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 Creating strong partnerships with students’ families to promote their support and 
engagement in building their children’s strong literacy skills presents another aspect of challenge 
for literacy leaders. Both Hillary and Caroline and their respective faculties described the 
importance of their students’ families understanding the literacy mission of their schools and also 
actively contributing to the children’s literacy lives at home. At both Thomas Jefferson and Jane 
Addams schools, parents have multiple invitations throughout the year to attend literacy-themed 
educational events. At Thomas Jefferson, Hillary supports her teachers and literacy specialists to 
provide numerous educational events for parents to learn about their child’s literacy curriculum, 
gain strategies for promoting a love for reading and writing, and share tips for avoiding a drop in 
their child’s reading over the summer months. Depending on the topic, students sometimes 
accompany their parents to these events. According to Maggie, a third grade teacher and member 
of Thomas Jefferson’s BLT, the entire staff has played a role in intentionally bridging home-
school literacy gap: 
I feel that to bridge the gap with families is hard, because both parents and teachers are so 
busy. We just do the best that we can. Last year, each grade level team also did an 
educational night for their families. My grade level did “How can you help your reader 
and writer at home?” (interview, February 12, 2015) 
 
Parents also receive information and support through Thomas Jefferson’s monthly parent 
newsletters, which always feature at least one article about promoting literacy at home. The 
Thomas Jefferson staff has seen a positive response from parents, illustrated through specific 
parental feedback regarding their children’s increased love for reading, high levels of attendance 
at parent trainings, and donations and support for the school’s literacy programs, such as One 
Author, One School, for which parents raised over $3,000 in just nine days this year.  
Caroline faces a more pronounced challenge in fostering engaged partnerships with 
parents due to Jane Addams not being the neighborhood school for the vast majority of her 
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bilingual students. Consequently, parent attendance is low at school educational events, such as 
the Bilingual Family Literacy Nights, which occur several evenings throughout the school year:  
We have struggled a little bit with attendance. The first time we ran it, I think we had 15 
families. The second time we had maybe six, and then the next time that we tried to run it 
we had only two. Our issue is the majority of bilingual families live on the other side of 
town. We really are not their home school. Which we love having them here. I think a big 
issue is proximity and transportation. If we were able to host at the apartment complex 
where they live, I think we would get a huge turnout but we are not allowed to do it there. 
We have to do it on school property. That has been a frustration. We try to do different 
things to promote literacy. You do what you can. (interview, January 15, 2015)  
 
Karen, a second grade teacher at Jane Addams, also acknowledged the efforts of the faculty to 
ensure students are fully supported: 
We recognize the challenge of kids that you know don’t have that parent support and try 
to find a way to solve it. We know that they are not getting the intervention at home, so 
what can we do in our day with the teachers and parent volunteers to help them? Because 
if you know there is a challenge, you are going to say they are not doing it at home and 
that doesn’t solve anything. So we try and problem-solve what can we do at school within 
our timeframe to give them an extra push here and there. (interview, February 17, 2015) 
 
Hillary and Caroline demonstrated a commitment to fostering the engagement of the 
various school stakeholders, namely with their faculties and students’ families. Despite their 
ongoing efforts to ensure strong partnerships, both principals openly acknowledged the challenge 
of sustaining high levels of engagement and support and displayed high levels of personal 
commitment to continuing new approaches to gain greater success in this area in the future.  
The need for increasing data-driven decision-making structures. Highly effective 
principals use solid data to inform decisions, allocate resources, and evaluate the effectiveness of 
programming. Not only do effective principals model data-driven decision making but they also 
provide their faculties with training, support, and opportunities to engage in data-driven decision-
making practices to inform their instruction. At Thomas Jefferson, Hillary described the 
challenge of building a strong data-driven culture within the school due to the lack of consistent 
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data systems and structures within the district. Hillary explained: “As a district, we haven’t had 
any kind of progress monitoring tool, which has been difficult” (interview, November 24, 2014). 
District 200 is currently piloting the STAR assessment to track student learning 
throughout the school year, and Hillary is hopeful that the use of this assessment tool with help 
increase the role that data plays in instructional decisions among her faculty. Nicole, a fourth 
grade teacher and BLT member at Thomas Jefferson, described the role data has recently begun 
to play in supporting students at the school: 
I think, again, it is a newer concept. I don’t want to say newer as in we’ve never done it, 
but using data is truly in the forefront now of a lot of what we do and, speaking 
personally again, it’s something that we are developing and growing. We are constantly 
now looking at data, so we have a lot of kids who are getting interventions and are getting 
Star-Progress Monitored regularly. We get those reports as teachers and have to look to 
see what we can do to help them show that growth. We definitely get those results and we 
sit down with our teams, (principal name), and reading specialists, and we try to problem-
solve. We try to come up with how we can best use out time. (interview, February 12, 
2015)  
 
 When she first became the principal at Jane Adams, Caroline described the staff as being 
quite limited in their understanding and use of student assessment data to inform decision 
making and instruction. Throughout the past 4 years, Caroline has implemented numerous 
structures and systems to strengthen the data-driven culture within the school such as devoting a 
multi-year professional development focus to understanding how to analyze student data, using 
data binders as a vehicle for embedding students’ data into professional conversations and 
collaboration, and regularly meeting with individual teachers and teams of teachers to analyze 
student data. Caroline reflected on how the use of data binders has supported her aim of building 
the capacity of her team: 
We regularly look at those data binders, and we identify the areas that we can see our 
trend data speaking to. So, if our trend data is showing that vocabulary development is 
the weakest area across the building, then we work on making sure that what we are 
doing in the classroom on a day-to-day basis is aligned with improving vocabulary 
	  	  
137	  
development. Not just that we say we are doing it, but that we are actually doing it. 
Looking at those daily practices. We have done a lot of work with formative assessments 
this year. I think that has also helped, because some teams are starting to write common 
formative assessments that they are using to identify what it is they are looking for. I 
think that the staff here has become more skilled in their ability to make sure that there is 
cohesion between the data and their practices. (interview, April 4, 2015)  
 
Caroline’s Assistant Principal, Whitney, echoed this observation: 
Christie helped the staff access all the data they had at their fingers tips and also helped 
them to analyze data and actually use it in their classroom through their data binders. 
Teachers are less intimidated about accessing and using data to inform their instruction. 
(interview, September 9, 2015) 
 
Caroline models how literacy leaders can address the need for building educators’ capacities for 
using data to drive high impact teaching and learning.  
Summary of Findings  
 The overarching research question for this study addressed how successful elementary 
school principals promote high impact literacy learning within their schools. The results of this 
study uncovered key insights into the beliefs and practices of two highly effective literacy 
leaders and how they have successfully established strong cultures of literacy within their 
schools by purposefully sharing leadership with and building collaborative cultures among their 
faculties, developing and monitoring professional practices, and actively monitoring students’ 
literacy learning. Principals were intentional and inclusive about how they used their leadership 
to promote high impact literacy teaching and learning.  
 When considering the actions and activities taken by principals in this study to establish a 
school culture devoted to high impact literacy learning, data analysis revealed three themes, 
including: (a) principals place an organizational premium on literacy teaching and learning, (b) 
principals actively monitor student literacy learning, and (c) principals allocate resources and 
protect literacy teaching and learning time.  
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 Data analysis revealed three themes when considering how literacy leader principals 
develop the collective instructional and leadership capacity of their faculty in order to facilitate 
student literacy proficiency, including: (a) principals prioritize literacy-focused professional 
development, (b) principals develop structures and a foster a school culture that promote staff 
engagement in school goals, and (c) principals distribute leadership and empower teacher 
leaders.  
 The third and final research question focused on the specific obstacles that the literacy 
leader principals of this study encountered and overcame when establishing a focus on high 
impact literacy teaching and learning, data analysis revealed the following three themes: (a) the 
critical importance of a strong team, (b) the challenge of sustaining engagement among 
stakeholders, and (c) the need for increasing data-driven decision making structures. 
 This chapter provided each research question in a cross-case analysis, reporting on the 
findings for each question and a comparison across the two cases. Chapter 6, the final chapter, 
provides a summary of the research question, including a statement of the problem, a description 
of the methodology, and the major findings from this study. The research questions will be 
further explored in Chapter 6, and a discussion of the results will provide further explanations, 
interpretations, and possible implications on policy and future research.  
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Chapter 6 
Summary, Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 
 This chapter provides a summary of the research study, which includes the statement of 
the problem, a description of the methodology, and the major findings. In addition, the research 
questions are explored, offering a context in which to interpret the results. A discussion of the 
results presents possible explanations for the findings and connections to the extant research, as 
well as implications of the study. The chapter concludes with recommendations for further 
research.  
Summary of the Problem Statement and Methodology  
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to critically examine the leadership practices of 
Illinois elementary school principals who function as exemplary literacy leaders within their 
buildings. In an effort to contribute knowledge to the current body of research on effective 
literacy leader practices, data were collected through a comparative case study. Principals 
operating as literacy leaders make concerted efforts to apply their leadership toward establishing 
an organizational premium on high impact literacy teaching and learning. This multi-case study 
examined the influence of elementary school principal literacy leaders, as there is a lack of 
empirical research related to the leadership practices of such leaders.  
This study employed case study research methods to investigate the leadership practices 
of literacy leaders within two Illinois elementary schools featuring intermediate grades. The 
purposeful sample of school sites and participants were determined through the use of referral 
sampling. In order to be considered for this study, school principals needed to demonstrate the 
following characteristics: have served as the principal in her/his current school for at least 3 
years, fostered a school culture focused on high impact literacy teaching and learning, set a 
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school focus on improving the literacy achievement of all students, established key school 
structures and systems that support the continuous improvement of the teaching staff, created 
formal and/or informal structures that support shared leadership among the staff, and developed 
effective systems to monitor and evaluate literacy instruction. Schools in the sample were 
determined as academically successful through an examination of student performance trend data 
on the Illinois Standards Achievement Test (ISAT). Because the aim of this research was to 
investigate principal leadership that influences students’ successful transition into the 
intermediate elementary years, potential sites were Illinois public elementary schools that 
included intermediate grades. Any Illinois public school that contained grades 3-5 was 
considered for this study. 
The two case study sites were elementary schools located in the suburbs of Chicago, 
Illinois. The student enrollments were approximately 520 students at Thomas Jefferson 
Elementary School and approximately 820 students at Jane Addams Elementary School. At the 
time of the study, Thomas Jefferson’s principal was in her fifth year and Jane Addams’ principal 
was in her fourth year as the building principal. Across the two case sites, multiple observations 
and interviews were conducted between October 2014 and September 2015. Interview 
participants included two principals, each interviewed on three different occasions, two central 
office personnel, two assistant principals, and 13 teachers, including two reading specialists, two 
special education teachers, and one fine arts teacher. Pseudonyms were used to identify the 
names of individual participants, school sites, and districts. Data triangulation was achieved 
through use of variety of data sources, including interviews with building principals and other 
formal and informal building leaders, observations of literacy leadership and distributed 
leadership events, and document analysis.  
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This study explored the following over overarching research question: How do successful 
elementary school principals promote high impact literacy learning within their schools? Three 
subsequent questions were explored:  
1. In what leadership behaviors and activities do literacy leader principals engage as they 
establish a school culture devoted to high impact literacy learning? 
 
2. How do intermediate elementary principals who are literacy leaders develop the 
collective instructional and leadership capacity of their faculty to facilitate student 
literacy proficiency? How does distributed leadership influence this process? 
 
3. What obstacles have these principals encountered and overcome when establishing a 
focus on high impact literacy teaching and learning?  
 
Findings  
The findings from this study are briefly detailed in this section.  
Research Question 1: In what leadership behaviors and activities do literacy leader 
principals engage as they establish a school culture devoted to high impact literacy 
learning? Findings from interviews, observations, and document review demonstrated that 
literacy leader principals engaged in various practices to establish and sustain a strong school 
culture devoted to high impact literacy learning. In order to successfully achieve a strong culture 
of literacy learning, the principals first established an organizational premium on literacy 
teaching and learning. Literacy was central to nearly every aspect of the schools’ identity—from 
the schools’ mission to staff professional development to the core theme of parent 
communication. Findings also showed that both principals had systems in place to actively 
monitor students’ literacy learning and have ongoing professional conversations with their 
teachers to ensure students were continuously improving their knowledge and skills. 
Additionally, both principals purposefully allocated resources such as curricular materials, staff 
development funding, and human resources to advance their schools’ mission to ensure high 
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impact literacy learning. These practices also included being diligent to establish literacy 
teaching and learning times and protect these instructional blocks from unnecessary 
interruptions.  
Research Question 2: How do intermediate elementary principals who are literacy 
leaders develop the collective instructional and leadership capacity of their faculty to 
facilitate student literacy proficiency? How does distributed leadership influence this 
process? The two principals were intentional about developing the collective instructional and 
leadership capacity of their faculties in order to ensure strong literacy learning outcomes for 
students. Findings revealed that the principals regarded actively developing classroom teaching 
and learning practices as one of their most important responsibilities as learning leaders. In both 
schools, the principals were effective at prioritizing and implementing ongoing literacy-focused 
professional development for their faculties. The principals’ decisions regarding the specific 
focus of the literacy professional development were driven by data gathered from frequent 
informal and formal observations of teaching and learning, as well as solid knowledge of best 
practices in literacy teaching and learning.  
It was evident from interviews, observations, and document review that both principals 
were effective at establishing structures and fostering a school culture that promoted high levels 
of staff engagement in their schools’ literacy goals. Both principals discovered that building a 
high-trust school climate was a critical aspect of gaining active buy-in and involvement from 
their teachers. Through formal structures such as leadership teams, regularly scheduled times to 
review students’ literacy achievement data and receive professional development, facilitating 
professional book studies related to literacy, and affirming teachers’ decisions to take appropriate 
instructional risks to support student learning, the principals achieved high levels of staff 
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engagement in the mission of promoting high impact literacy learning. Most importantly, the 
principals implemented a distributed leadership model and empowered teacher leaders to 
advance the literacy mission of their schools. The principals recognized the knowledge, skills, 
and expertise of individuals and groups within their faculties and effectively distributed 
leadership to ensure sustainable and successful student literacy achievement. In addition to 
recognizing skills and distributing leadership, the principals were effective at developing the 
capacity of their staff members to become more effective teachers of and leaders for literacy. 
Research Question 3: What obstacles have these principals encountered and 
overcome when establishing a focus on high impact literacy teaching and learning? Both 
principals discussed their critically important responsibility to build and maintain highly 
effective faculties whose teaching practices resulted in high quality student learning, with a 
particular emphasis on literacy. Findings revealed that building strong professional teams 
presented an ongoing leadership challenge, which was addressed through strategic hiring 
practices and targeted professional and leadership development.  
Additionally, the principals were faced with the challenge of fostering and sustaining a 
commitment to high impact literacy from their most crucial partnerships—their faculties and 
students’ families. To overcome this obstacle, the principals used various strategies such as 
setting an unrelenting commitment to advancing literacy teaching and learning within their 
schools despite the constant pull from other initiatives and areas of focus, and creating strong, 
supportive partnerships with faculty and families that promoted active involvement and shared 
leadership opportunities. Furthermore, the findings revealed the need for increasing the 
establishment and use of data-driven decision-making structures with schools. The principals 
used data to inform decisions, allocate resources, and evaluate the effectiveness of programming. 
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Although the schools had several systems in place to effectively incorporate data into decision-
making, the principals described the need for further staff development and training to 
effectively build a strong data-driven culture within their schools to inform high quality literacy 
teaching among teachers and ensure high impact literacy learning among students. 
Limitations 
There were several limitations specific to this study, including a small sample size 
inherent within case study research, a limited time period during which the data was collected 
within each school, and the inherent limitations associated with several of the data collection 
methods employed in this study. Although case study sites were identified using 
recommendations from multiple statewide and regional professional organizations and student 
achievement data, inevitably, not every literacy leader within Illinois was identified for the focus 
of a case study. Additionally, this study occurred over a period of 11 months, which is a rather 
limited time to gain comprehensive data for analysis.  
Furthermore, the data collection methods employed for this study posed several 
limitations. Information was collected through individual and group interviews, observations, 
and document reviews. Interviews rely on accurate self-reporting from the individuals being 
interviewed, which was difficult to verify. The limited available time to establish trust with the 
participants posed a challenge to obtaining accurate and truthful responses from the interviewees. 
Data collected from observations was limited by time, which prevented the ability to develop 
thick and rich description that would have been ideal in order to draw compelling conclusions. 
Additionally, this research study did not include direct observations of classroom literacy 
instruction, which limits the ability to verify the interview subjects’ self-reported description of 
high impact instruction. Lastly, this was a relatively small-scale study, which limits the ability to 
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generalize conclusions to the broader educational context. The scope of this research study was 
narrow, as it considered only a small number of elementary schools and principals in Illinois 
public school districts.  
Discussion 
 Research on effective school leadership documents the indirect, yet measurable effect on 
the organizational and instructional effectiveness principals have on their schools (Hallinger & 
Heck, 1996; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). In the current climate of 
high-stakes accountability, school leaders are charged with the often competing demands of 
complying with national and state mandates, ensuring school improvement, and addressing 
achievement gaps between student subgroups. The significant challenges and complex nature of 
the contemporary principalship requires a shift from the traditional, authoritative leadership 
model that conceptualizes the principal as the lone heroic leader who singlehandedly achieves 
organizational outcomes to a model in which leadership is distributed across multiple actors and 
situations (Camburn, Rowan, & Taylor, 2003; Copland, 2003; Elmore, 2002; Spillane et al., 
2004).  
Educational research has validated the positive influence that learning-focused leadership 
has on student achievement (Knapp et al., 2003, 2006). The importance of ensuring high levels 
of literacy achievement among students in undeniable, as both educational and economic 
research has consistently documented the paramount importance of students acquiring strong 
literacy skills throughout their K-12 educational experiences (Coburn, 2001; Fullan, 2007; 
Ontario Principals’ Council, 2009; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Although the importance of 
high impact literacy teaching and learning is well established, few studies have specifically 
explored the role intermediate elementary grade principals play as literacy leaders within their 
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schools. This study identified several themes that address the central question of how effective 
elementary school principals promote high impact literacy learning within their schools. At both 
sites, the principals fostered school cultures that placed an undeniably elevated focus on literacy 
and developed the instructional and leadership capacity of their faculties to advance their 
schools’ literacy missions. Additionally, several environmental conditions were present at both 
buildings, which supported their strong literacy cultures.  
Learning-centered leadership. The first finding of this study revealed a component of 
learning-centered leadership, through the principals effectively establishing a school committed 
to high impact literacy teaching and learning. Interviews, observations, and document analysis in 
this multi-case study demonstrated that both principals placed an organizational premium on 
learning in general, and literacy learning, in particular. By frequently communicating their values 
connected to literacy learning improvement, setting ambitious literacy teaching and learning 
standards, and supporting the continuous improvement of their faculties through ongoing literacy 
professional development, the two principals demonstrated behaviors and practices consistent 
with prior research on learning-centered leadership (Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003; Knapp, 
Copland, Honig, Plecki, & Portin, 2010a; Murphy, 2004). The principals effectively aligned their 
schools’ missions of promoting high impact literacy with their daily decisions regarding the 
allocation of resources such as materials, space, and financial support as well as the protection of 
teaching and learning time to advance literacy learning, which is consistent with the research of 
Newmann et al. (2001). 
Furthermore, the principals of this study set a clear vision of high impact literacy 
teaching and learning, which is supported in the research on leadership for learning and 
distributed leadership (Sergiovanni, 2001; Timperley, 2005). There was no question that literacy 
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learning was at the heart of Thomas Jefferson and Jane Addams, which was the result of 
principals Hillary and Caroline selling the vision of high impact literacy teaching and learning to 
the entire organization. By articulating this mission, they provided a strong focus for all 
stakeholders and built school cultures were everyone felt united to take action and work 
collaboratively to advance the shared mission.  
Both principals also actively involved their faculties, students, and students’ families in 
understanding and contributing to the overall culture of literacy within the school. Faculty 
members in both schools were encouraged and supported by their principals to deepen their 
understanding of effective instructional practices and student assessment data to ensure higher 
level of literacy learning among students. Research on literacy leadership suggests effective 
literacy leader principals make concerted efforts to apply their leadership toward advancing the 
organizational focus on high impact literacy teaching and learning (Booth & Roswell, 2007; 
Fullan, 2007).  
Continuous assessment of students’ literacy learning. The second key finding from 
this study revealed the effectiveness of principals actively monitoring students’ literacy learning 
through a variety of different practices and systems. Research suggests that effective school 
leaders ensure organizational and instructional program coherence by making clear connections 
among student and professional learning that is informed by student learning data (Knapp et al., 
2003, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2004). Both Hillary and Caroline and their district and school 
colleagues discussed using student learning data such as progress monitoring assessments and 
curriculum-based assessment measures to inform decisions about instruction, intervention 
services, and school-wide practices such as professional development and program evaluation. 
When considering the role of a literacy leader, Murphy (2004) and Booth and Roswell (2007) 
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included monitoring students’ literacy progress, which both principals displayed throughout this 
case study. Beyond regularly analyzing students’ literacy achievement data themselves, both 
principals established organizational systems and structures such as regularly scheduled data 
review meetings to analyze student data alongside their faculties. In doing so, the faculty 
members assumed an active role in analyzing their own instructional practices and making 
professional decisions regarding how to best support the ongoing literacy achievement of 
students. Interestingly, for multiple years both schools had exceeded state averages on the 
mathematics portion of the ISAT, suggesting that their focus on literacy achievement was not to 
the detriment of other content areas. Caroline, in particular, demonstrated highly developed data-
driven leadership skills. By modeling inquiry regarding data, engaging her staff in data 
conversations, providing them with resources such as data-binders to regularly collect and 
analyze student learning data, and embedding data meeting times throughout the school year, 
Caroline fostered what others (Heritage & Yeagley, 2005; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006) have 
described as a rich data culture within Jane Addams School.  
 Prioritizing literacy-focused professional development. Principals who effectively 
function as learning leaders of their schools aspire to foster a school culture in which everyone—
students and adults, alike—are continuously learning and improving (Copland, 2003). A third 
key finding of this study illustrated how literacy leaders invest in the development of their 
faculties by regularly observing and evaluating classroom instruction and determining 
professional development activities that strategically address any areas in need of instructional 
improvement among their faculties and ensure alignment between school programming and 
professional development to their schools’ organizational mission of high impact student literacy 
learning, and fostering high levels of organizational trust.  
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Reeves (2008) asserted that one of the most effective leadership practices for ensuring 
strong literacy outcomes is principals taking personal responsibility to understand and define 
high quality literacy instruction for their colleagues, observe it daily, and ensure teachers have 
opportunities to directly observe high quality literacy instruction. In interviews with Hillary, 
Caroline, and their respective district and school colleagues, there was discussion of their 
practice of frequently conducting informal and formal observations of classroom instruction 
followed up with specific professional feedback for teachers. Regularly providing opportunities 
for teachers to observe high quality literacy instruction was not consistent between the two 
cases—only Hillary’s teachers described how she provided Thomas Jefferson teachers with 
regular opportunities to observe their colleagues teach literacy lessons in an effort to develop the 
instructional skills of the staff. However, both Hillary and Caroline engaged in ongoing 
professional dialogue with their faculties about high impact literacy in theory and practice during 
staff meetings, data meetings, and during one on one conversations with teachers.  
 Research has shown that highly effective schools have tight alignment across goals, 
programs, policies, professional development, and learning (Knapp et al., 2003, 2006). Caroline 
and Hillary implemented structures and systems within their schools to ensure a tight alignment 
between literacy professional develop and growth areas based on students’ literacy achievement 
data, regular observations of literacy instruction, and feedback from their faculties. Specifically, 
the principals used their Building Leadership Teams to systematically obtain staff feedback 
regarding areas in which they wanted or needed additional literacy professional development. 
Thomas Jefferson and Jane Addams staff members who participated in interviews for this study 
expressed strong levels of support for their principals’ ability to make professional development 
meaningful and tightly aligned to their faculties’ professional needs as well as their schools’ 
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literacy mission. Under the leadership of Hillary and Caroline, their faculties did not adhere to 
the rigid categorization of “learning to read” as the sole focus of literacy instruction in primary 
grades and “reading to learn” being the focus of literacy instruction in intermediate grades. 
Rather, the Thomas Jefferson and Jane Addams faculties engaged in purposeful instruction 
focusing on both of these areas of literacy across the primary and intermediate grades.  
The principals’ practices of establishing building leadership and data teams are consistent 
with the research on leadership for learning which endorses the creation of strong professional 
communities within the school so that staff are highly engaged in elevating student and adult 
learning and play an active role in professional learning (Knapp et al., 2003, 2006). Establishing 
high levels of trust and respect has also been shown to positively contribute to principals’ 
effectiveness in building strong organizational coherence (Murphy et al., 2007). This finding also 
is consistent with Abdul-Jabbar’s (2013) dissertation study investigating seven U.S. elementary 
and high schools in urban settings, which documented the importance of relational trust within 
effective organizations. Abdul-Jabbar found that in schools with higher levels of relational trust 
and empathy, there were also higher levels of equity and professional regard between teachers 
and administrators, which positively influenced collaboration and distributed leadership. Neither 
principals in this study relied on their formal leadership titles to garner the respect and support 
from their faculties. Instead, Hillary and Caroline and their respective faculty members attributed 
their strong followership to their practice of regularly showing vulnerability in front of their 
colleagues—teaching literacy lessons to students that sometimes completely failed, modeling 
professional inquiry and humility rather than projecting a sense of superiority, and actively 
seeking out the expertise of colleagues to collaboratively address organizational challenges. 
Through interviews and observations of the principals and their faculties, it was apparent that the 
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professional cultures within the two schools reflected deep levels of trust and respect, which not 
only engendered a culture of shared leadership within the schools but also created a safe 
environment for teachers to take instructional risks to improve their professional practices for the 
benefit of student learning. At both schools, teachers saw their principals as being teammates in 
the trenches alongside of them—not as disconnected supervisors who were commanding from 
afar.  
Purposefully distributing leadership. A fourth critical finding of this study was that as 
literacy leaders of their school, Hillary and Caroline purposefully developed their faculties’ 
instructional and leadership capacities and their schools’ leadership density by sharing 
distributing leadership and capitalizing on the expert knowledge and skills of individual teacher 
leaders to advance the literacy mission of their schools. Research has shown that highly effective 
schools do not simply rely on the presence of strong formal leadership to advance the learning 
mission of the school (Elmore, 2000; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Lambert, 2002) Rather, in highly 
effective schools formal leaders purposefully distribute leadership to informal leaders, which 
positively influences strong student learning outcomes (Teasley, 2006).  
A distinguishing component of the distributed leadership model is that leadership 
responsibilities are not limited to those with formal administrative titles, which often results in 
rigid categories of leaders and followers (Gronn, 2002; Spillane & Diamond, 2007). Hillary and 
Caroline demonstrated an understanding of this distributed leadership tenant, as they effectively 
and strategically shared leadership among numerous staff members including their assistant 
principals, classroom teachers, and reading specialists. At both sites, the assistant principals had 
specific areas of oversight as defined by the school districts including overseeing most issues 
relating to special education and student discipline. As a result, the principals’ primary 
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responsibilities included overseeing teaching and learning. Despite these formal distinctions in 
formally assigned leadership responsibilities, both principals and their respective assistant 
principals described the active involvement of the assistant principals in advancing their schools’ 
literacy mission. At Thomas Jefferson, the assistant principal, Cassie, described her role in 
supporting classroom teachers to integrate the reading workshop model with their students as 
well as with the One Author, One School Program. At Jane Addams, the assistant principal, 
Whitney, is a member of the Building Leadership Team, which plays an active role in the 
process for determining literacy professional development for Jane Addams Staff. Additionally, 
Whitney described her involvement in the planning and implementation of the school’s annual 
family literacy event.  
Research from other scholars (Mayrowetz et al., 2007; Murphy, 2005; Sergiovanni, 2001) 
confirms that the greater the number of people directly involved in the work of school 
improvement through shared decision making, knowledge creation, idea generation, and 
professional collaboration, the higher the level of leadership density and overall collective 
capacity in the organization. At both schools, the principals actively sought out opportunities to 
increase the scope of the role and the influence of their reading specialists to include providing 
instructional coaching for their faculties. Moreover, the principals of this study established 
faculty leadership teams who shared leadership through decision making, management of 
operational tasks, and the facilitation of teacher and student growth through professional 
development. These teacher leaders directly contributed to advancing the literacy mission of 
their schools and demonstrated how the literacy leader principals emphasized expertise over 
traditional hierarchical leadership. 
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It is important to note that at both schools, the lines between leader and follower were not 
fully erased with leadership completely transferring between the principals and their respective 
faculties, which Spillane and Diamond (2007) described as being present in organizations where 
the distributed leadership model is fully implemented. In their interviews, Hillary and Caroline 
discussed several challenges to the distributed leadership model, including the significant 
challenge of finding adequate time within their schedules as well as within their colleagues’ 
schedules to provide leadership development and support for individuals who have the skills and 
expertise to take on a stronger leadership role within the organization. According to Elmore 
(2003), “Since instructional improvement requires that people with multiple sources of expertise 
work in concert around a common problem; this distributed expertise leads to distributed 
leadership” (p. 10). Research on teacher leadership calls for schools to not only provide informal 
opportunities to collaborate and contribute to the organizational mission, but also to provide 
teachers with formal leadership roles such as mentor teachers, and instructional specialists and 
coaches (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Although both Hillary and Caroline made concerted efforts 
to expand the roles of their reading specialists to include more staff coaching that strictly 
providing reading instruction for struggling student, their school districts could further support 
these efforts by creating additional formal teacher leadership positions within the Thomas 
Jefferson and Jane Addams staffing plans. Hillary was particularly effective at actively seeking 
out opportunities to align leadership opportunities with individual staff member’s unique talents 
and areas of expertise. Staff members who had graduate degrees in literacy were selected to 
serve on the school’s Building Leadership Team and classroom teachers who demonstrated 
strong instructional skills in the area of literacy were encouraged and supported by Hillary to 
offer professional development support for their colleagues and provide literacy-themed 
	  	  
154	  
programming for Thomas Jefferson students and families. Both principals described feeling 
challenged by the lack of embedded collaboration time for their faculties to engage in leadership 
activities and professional learning and development within the workday. In order for the 
principals to effectively involve their faculties in leadership opportunities that Katzenmeyer and 
Moller (2001) described such as participation in decision-making processes, management of 
operational tasks, and facilitation of teacher and student growth, there needs to be adequate time 
within teachers’ contractual schedule. This topic will be discussed in further detail in below 
when considering this study’s implications for school districts.  
Environmental conditions. The success of Hillary and Caroline as literacy leaders was 
aided by the presence of several key environmental conditions. First, both schools employed 
assistant principals, which is not a common feature in many Illinois elementary schools. Having 
a fellow administrator within their schools to share leadership and management responsibilities 
was of considerable benefit to each principal, permitting the two principals to devote additional 
time in their daily schedules to directly observe instruction, meet with teachers to provide 
feedback and support, and analyze student data. Second, Hillary and Caroline reported relatively 
low staff turnover rates, which supported their ability to progressively build capacity within their 
faculties and momentum for their schools’ literacy missions over multiple years. Third, both 
Thomas Jefferson and Jane Addams reported student mobility rates that were under the Illinois 
annual average of 12%. Students’ continuous enrollment throughout their elementary years 
enables a strong multi-year progression of literacy learning that is of consistently high quality. 
Certainly, having an assistant principal, low staff turnover, and low rates of student mobility are 
not, in and of themselves, the only ingredients of strong literacy leadership. However, these 
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environmental conditions positively contributed to the abilities of Hillary and Caroline to serve 
as exemplary literacy leaders within their schools and are, therefore, worth considering.  
Implications 
 This study of leadership practice in two elementary schools provides several important 
insights into how elementary school principals can effectively support high impact literacy 
learning within their schools. The study outlined a number of common attributes found among 
the case schools that assisted leaders in facilitating literacy leadership practices and also 
identified several barriers and challenges to these practices. The findings present several 
implications for those who wish to encourage or support literacy leadership practices in schools, 
with a particular emphasis on elementary schools. Specifically, this study provides information 
for current and future elementary school principals and school district personnel who are 
responsible for the development of leadership preparation programs for teachers and principals 
as well as for district-level roles including assistant superintendent for curriculum and instruction 
and superintendent. This section presents potential implications of this study.  
 Implications for elementary school principals. The findings from this study suggest 
that elementary school principals who effectively promote high impact literacy learning are 
firmly committed to placing literacy is at the very core of their school’s mission. This 
commitment is evident beyond the wording of their schools’ mission statements or murals on the 
walls. Principals who seek to be literacy leaders must engage in literacy learning, themselves, 
and in doing so, actively modeling for their faculties, students, and students’ parents what it 
looks like to lead a deeply enriching literacy life. Effective literacy leader principals take an 
active role in building their teachers’ professional capacities by providing meaningful and 
ongoing professional development and feedback to foster continuous improvement, with a focus 
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on improving the teaching and learning practices of their faculties. Furthermore, principals must 
be strategic in how they mobilize their staff to advance their schools’ literacy mission, including 
establishing embedded systems and structures to facilitate active engagement and shared 
ownership among the faculty.  
By distributing leadership, literacy leaders embrace the expertise and leadership skills 
that exist among their faculties and leverage these skills and talents to ensure all students develop 
strong literacy skills throughout their elementary school years. Fostering high levels of trust 
between the principals and their teacher leaders and staff is paramount when using a distributed 
leadership framework. Elementary school principals should consider how they are actively 
providing opportunities for their teachers to develop, improve, and utilize their leadership skills, 
provide input in decision making, and contribute to the school’s mission and goals. Finally, 
elementary school principals who aim to become literacy leaders must build partnerships with 
students’ families, which provide an enduring and consistent context of support for students’ 
development as literate members of society. 
 Implications for school districts. The schools in this study had embedded opportunities 
for faculty members to collaborate, analyze student achievement data, and provide feedback 
regarding school programming. Despite making efforts to create these opportunities, both Hillary 
and Caroline and their respective faculty members who were interviewed expressed a lack of 
adequate collaboration time as an area of challenge that inhibits progress to the mission of 
ensuring all students achieve high levels of literacy. School district officials who work directly 
with elementary schools should consider ways to address this challenge and collaborate with 
school principals and the teachers’ union to allocate regularly embedded professional 
collaboration time within the school week and school calendar.  
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 Additionally, school district personnel who have elementary school oversight should 
work closely with elementary school principals to support their efforts to actively monitor 
student achievement and facilitating professional development for their faculties to increase their 
understanding and use of student data to drive instructional decisions. Caroline demonstrated 
highly developed skills at fostering a data-driven culture within Jane Addams School; however, 
school principals who do not possess Caroline’s data skills would be more effective at building 
strong data cultures within their schools if their district-level leadership actively supports data-
driven practices by providing district-level structures and systems for data collection and analysis 
and holds ongoing professional conversations with principals about their students’ learning data 
in literacy.  
In addition, school district personnel can support the capacity-building work of principals 
by providing opportunities for teachers to expand their leadership skills and experiences through 
formal positions such as teacher on administrative assignment, teacher leader, and instructional 
coach. By including these leadership positions on the district staffing plan, school district 
personnel are not only providing important opportunities for individual teachers to expand their 
influence and leadership role within the organization, but they are also enhancing the overall 
professional capacity of the district by strategically drawing upon the expertise and skills of their 
highly qualified employees. 
Recommendations for Practice and Policy 
 The findings from this study of the leadership practices of two elementary school 
principals have informed several recommendations for practices and policy. First, elementary 
school principals should recognize their role as more than simply being the manager of the 
school, but rather as the head leader for learning within the organization. By doing so, they 
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understand their influence over student and staff learning as well as ensuring high impact 
organizational outcomes. Principals striving to be strong literacy leaders of their schools need to 
have a solid understanding of what high quality literacy teaching and learning entails and must 
be committed to actively developing their faculty members’ literacy understandings and 
instructional capacities in order to benefit student learning. Beyond actively monitoring students 
learning, themselves, principals must also train and support their faculties to be skilled at 
assessing student learning and analyzing data to inform instructional decisions. Elementary 
school principals seeking to be strong literacy leaders also should incorporate distributed 
leadership practices in order to widen the circle of involvement among stakeholders and leverage 
the skills and expertise of their faculties, which results in increased leadership density within 
their organizations. Effective literacy leaders recognize the human capital within their 
organization, facilitate on-going professional learning among teachers, and provide teachers with 
leadership opportunities to develop their leadership skills to be successful in their roles not only 
in the classroom but also throughout the broader school community. 
 District-level administrators can effectively support the work of literacy leader principals 
by actively collaborating with principals to ensure adequate literacy curriculum and assessment 
resources and professional development for teachers. Additionally, by supporting initiatives such 
as embedded common planning time for teachers, district-level administrators also are assisting 
literacy leaders’ efforts, as common time provides principals and teachers with necessary time to 
collaborate around advancing the literacy mission of the school. Beyond ensuring resources and 
structures that support collaboration, district-level administrators should consider ways to 
provide teachers with opportunities to develop their leadership skills though informal and formal 
assignments and roles within the district. Literacy leaders engaging in distributed leadership rely 
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on the expertise and leadership of their fellow stakeholders, and by actively supporting this 
leadership approach, the district-level administrators are indirectly supporting high impact 
literacy teaching and learning. Lastly, when making hiring decisions for administrative positions, 
district-level administrators should carefully consider the characteristics of and leadership 
frameworks used by effective leaders for learning.  
 The current administrator licensure requirements in Illinois require that principals have 
successfully completed coursework addressing reading methods and content area reading, which 
is an important first step in ensuring principals have a foundational understanding of what high 
quality literacy instruction entails. However, to truly function as strong literacy leaders, 
principals need to possess knowledge and skills beyond a perfunctory understanding of literacy 
content knowledge and understanding of best practices in literacy instruction—they must also 
understand distributed leadership theories and practices. Both principals in this study engaged in 
distributed leadership practices, which contributed to their overall effectiveness as literacy 
leaders. By emphasizing the distributed leadership framework, principal preparation programs 
will help increase the likelihood that future school leaders are knowledgeable of best practices 
for involving multiple stakeholders within the organization to collectively achieve high impact 
learning outcomes for students.  
Furthermore, given the undeniable importance of ensuring all students are receiving high 
impact literacy instruction throughout their education, it would be beneficial for the state of 
Illinois to require that principal preparation programs incorporate coursework that addresses 
literacy leadership. It should not be assumed that all future principals have an adequate 
foundational understanding of effective teaching and learning practices, let alone effective 
literacy teaching and learning practices. Certainly, it would not be feasible for principal 
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preparation programs to provide academic instruction in each content area such as math and 
science for pre-service principals; however, addressing literacy as a gate keeping skill for all 
content areas ensures future school leaders will minimally have a foundational understanding of 
what high impact literacy teaching and learning looks like in action. 
Recommendations for Further Research  
 The following recommendations are presented for future research. 
1. Research could be conducted to investigate the relationship of literacy leadership 
practices to improved student achievement.  
This study did not directly address the relationship between literacy leadership and 
student achievement; however, both of the schools studied demonstrated positive trends in 
literacy achievement. A review of the research of literacy leadership reveals very few studies that 
directly address elementary school principals striving to serve as literacy leaders and the unique 
issues faced including raising the collective instructional and leadership capacity of their faculty 
and also facilitating student literacy proficiency. Much of the research that occurred has not 
addressed the relationship between effective literacy leadership and student achievement, 
specifically in regard to intermediate elementary students (Dowell et al., 2012; Herridge, 2013; 
Murphy, 2004; Neumerski, 2013). Thus, future research could address the effectiveness of 
principals’ literacy practices in promoting improved student learning. 
2. Research could be conducted replicating this study but featuring larger, more diverse 
populations over a longer period of time.  
This study was limited by several factors, including a small sample size of two 
elementary schools and principals and a limited data collection time of 1 year. Including a larger 
sample would allow for more gender, racial, linguistic, and cultural diversity among the subjects 
and the location and demographics of the school sites, which could provide higher levels of 
generalizability from the studies’ results. Additionally, increasing the data collection time would 
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provide deeper insights into the nuanced leadership practices of the literacy leader subjects, 
which would likely provide even greater understanding of their beliefs and behaviors for future 
literacy leaders to replicate.  
3. Research could be conducted to further investigate how distributing leadership 
throughout the school, including teacher leaders, literacy specialists, instructional 
coaches, and reading teachers, influences the overall instructional and leadership 
capacity of teachers. 
 Studies of the leadership of principals, teacher leaders, and instructional coaches have 
largely failed to address how these separate positions simultaneously interact and overlap with 
one another in the context of school leadership (Carlisle & Berebitsky, 2010; Neumerski, 2013). 
Additional research is needed that investigates the nuanced interactions between the principals, 
teacher leaders, and instructional coaches and their followers to achieve high impact literacy 
teaching and learning.  
4. Research could be conducted on the effectiveness of the distributed leadership training 
principals receive in their principal preparation programs. 
 Preparing future school leaders to effectively manage and lead schools by involving multiple 
individuals beyond those in formal leadership roles is critically important; however, principal 
preparation programs may not adequately train pre-service principals in distributed leadership 
practices. Further research that investigates the quality of distributed leadership training provided 
in principal preparation programs would provide important insight into how future school leaders 
are equipped to lead in a modern context and not be stuck in the antiquated conceptualization of 
the leader being at the top of the organizational hierarchy.  
Conclusion 
 This comparative case study of two highly effective elementary school principals 
provides principals, district-level administrators, and policy makers with important insights about 
how principals can effectively serve as literacy leaders who bolster new capacities in their staff 
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to collectively strive for high impact literacy teaching and learning their schools. The current 
context of public education places increasing demands on principals to ensure high levels of 
student achievement and teacher quality, while also fully-complying with unfolding federal, 
state, and district educational mandates (Spillane & Hunt, 2010). The most critical skills students 
attain throughout their formal school experience are literacy skills, as it is largely through one’s 
ability to skillfully read and comprehend text that she/he accesses all content-specific learning 
(Good, Simmons, & Kame’eenui, 2009; Routman, 2012). It is of critical importance that school 
leaders are not only knowledgeable about but also ready to implement effective learning-focused 
leadership practices. The two principals in this study placed high quality teaching and learning at 
the core of their schools, and they functioned not only as the head learning leaders but also as the 
head literacy leaders, elevating the levels of literacy teaching and learning throughout their 
organizations.  
 Literacy leader principals are first and foremost effective leaders for learning, who 
relentlessly strive to situate quality learning at the very core of their school’s mission. The 
findings from this study revealed that literacy leaders are also committed to engaging faculty 
members to contribute to the culture of literacy within the school through shared decision 
making, active involvement with literacy initiatives, and regular opportunities to enhance their 
leadership and instructional capacities. The principals of both case schools fostered deeply 
supportive relationships with their faculties, and they took a very hands-on approach to 
facilitating meaningful literacy professional development that was aligned to the unique needs of 
individual staff members as well as the faculty as a whole. At the core of these strong 
professional relationships was the existence of genuine trust and respect; teachers at these 
schools were treated by their principals as highly capable professionals who had meaningful 
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skills, areas of expertise, and ability to advance the organizations’ mission through leadership 
and collaboration. 
 As strong learning leaders, the literacy leader principals were continually assessing the 
quality of literacy teaching and learning within their schools through classroom observations and 
student achievement data analysis. Far from utilizing a traditional top-down, hierarchical 
leadership approach, the principals instead developed systems to actively involve their faculties 
in the process of assessment of quality teaching and learning; regular data meetings afforded 
teachers with the time and opportunity to enhance their understanding of student data and teacher 
leaders and reading specialists were effectively mobilized to address professional development 
support for teachers. Teachers in both case schools showed high levels of commitment to their 
schools’ mission and demonstrated a sense of efficacy to address areas of challenge.  
Elementary school principals are uniquely situated to ensure students obtain high impact 
literacy skills that have a lasting influence over not only their future academic pursuits in middle 
school and high school but also their eventual access to college and career success (Hernandez, 
2011; Lesnick et al., 2010). Given what is known about literacy as a key determinant of 
academic, social, and economic access issues, is incumbent upon elementary-level educators to 
securely set each child’s academic trajectory toward leading robustly a literate life. Furthermore, 
it is critical that principals function as skilled and committed literacy leaders who craft a 
compelling vision of students mastering literacy learning and building the individual and 
organizational capacity to enact this vision.  
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Appendix A 
 
Email Soliciting Candidates 
 
U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  I L L I N O I S  
A T  U R B A N A - C H A M P A I G N  
Department of Education Policy,    
Organization and Leadership  
April 22, 2014 
 
Dear [Dr./Ms./Mrs./Mr./Colleague]: 
I am conducting a dissertation study for my Doctor of Education degree that seeks to explore and 
understand the leadership practices of elementary school principals who serve as a literacy leader within 
her/his school, under the direction of Dr. Donald Hackmann, at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. This study can help provide some valuable insights into the effective leadership practices of 
literacy leaders as well as the development of a literacy leadership framework. The study seeks also to 
understand how effective school leaders employ distributed leadership practices to develop the collective 
capacity of their staffs in order to foster high levels of literacy learning among students.  
I am seeking nominations or recommendations of Illinois elementary school principals whose schools 
include grades 3-5 to assist with our understanding of leadership practices that support the literacy 
learning of students in intermediate grades. The data collection for this study will consist of the following: 
(a) conducting a face-to-face interview with the principal, (b) a school faculty focus group interview, and 
(c) a review and examination of documents that pertain to the school site including, but not limited to 
student data.  
Specifically, the criteria I seek for principals are as follows: 
1. served as principal in her/his current school for at least three years; 
2. focuses her/his attention on fostering a school culture focused on high impact literacy 
teaching and learning; 
3. focuses her/his attention on improving the literacy achievement of all students; 
4. evidence of key school structures and systems that support the continuous improvement of 
the teaching staff; 
5. evidence of effective systems to monitor and evaluate literacy instruction 
The schools in which the principals serve must meet the following criteria: 
1. serves intermediate grades (grades 3-5); and 
2. met or exceeded AYP on ISAT within the last 3-5 years 
Please send nominations (name, school, and/or contact information) to me at kalgrpls@illinois.edu by 
November 1, 2014. Please feel also to contact me with any questions about my study and/or criteria. 
Thank you, 
Mary Kalogeropoulos 
University of Illinois 
kalgrpls@illinois.edu 
College of Education 
351 Education Building 
1310 South Sixth Street 
Champaign, IL 61820 	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Appendix B 
 
Participant Nomination Communication Protocol 
 
Participant Nominations 
You are being asked to identify elementary principals that fit a description listed below, to assist 
with developing an initial pool of potential candidates for a study on the elementary principals 
who serve as a literacy leader within her/his school. The schools of identified principals will be 
measured for “success” using systematic criteria, so it is not necessary to determine if a school or 
a principal is “successful” in your nominations. For this study, we will be including only Illinois 
public elementary schools that serve intermediate grades (grades 3-5). Please note that this 
includes school that includes primary grades (i.e. K-5).5 
 
Please do not exclude a potential nominee. If you are unsure if their school meets this criterion, 
please add the name and we will check each for selected criteria information. All nominations 
will be confidential and no nominee will know who provided their nomination for the study.  
 
Specifically, the criteria I seek for principals are as follows: 
1. served as principal in her/his current school for at least three years; 
2. focuses her/his attention on fostering a school culture focused on high impact literacy 
teaching and learning; 
3. focuses her/his attention on improving the literacy achievement of all students; 
4. evidence of key school structures and systems that support the continuous 
improvement of the teaching staff; 
5. evidence of effective systems to monitor and evaluate literacy instruction 
 
 
Please email, kalgrpls@illinois.edu or call (847) 372-9471 with questions about the study or for 
clarification on the nomination process. To nominate principals that generally fit the descriptions 
listed above, please send the nominees’ name, school, and city in an email to 
kalgrpls@illinois.edu. 
 
 
Mary Kalogeropoulos 
University of Illinois 
kalgrpls@illinois.edu 	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Appendix C 
 
Structured Phone Interview Protocol 
 
Introduction/Purpose 
I am calling today because you have been nominated as an example of a successful 
principal who demonstrates literacy leadership. We are conducting a study to further examine 
literacy leadership, focusing on the behaviors and activities of principals who facilitate high 
impact literacy instructional practices among their staff resulting in improved student 
achievement. In addition to identifying the behaviors and activities that may support high impact 
literacy teaching and learning, the barriers and challenges to implementing these practices will 
also be examined, identifying specifically how principals are able to work through these issues to 
promote high levels of literacy learning among students.  
Specifically, this study will seek to learn how effective elementary school principals 
establish a school-wide focus on literacy, study how she/he develop literacy capacity in their 
faculty, and research what supports are systematically provided that foster and sustain a school-
wide literacy mission. If you choose to take part in this study, the data collection for this project 
will consist of conducting a face-to-face interview with you (principal), interviews with a focus 
group including general education teachers and other relevant staff members (i.e. superintendent, 
assistant superintendent, assistant principal, literacy coach, reading specialist), and a review and 
examination of documents that pertain to the school site including, but not limited to student 
data. The interviews/observations will occur during the 2014-2015 school year. More specifics 
will be sent in written form if you are one of the two final candidates for this study.  
Questions 
1. Please provide a brief background of your professional experience, including the number 
of years you have served as the principal of this school.  
2. Briefly describe your school and how student achievement has improved over the last 
three years. 
3. In your opinion, what are some of the key literacy principles for intermediate students 
(grades 3-5)? 
4. What are the literacy goals and initiatives of your school?  
5. What formal and informal structures have you put in place to support your students’ 
literacy learning?  
6. What kind of teacher collaboration regarding literacy is currently occurring in your 
school? 
7. How are your beliefs and understandings about literacy teaching and learning reflected in 
your practices and actions?  
8. Do you have any questions about this study?  9. Are you willing to be a participant of this study on principal leadership?	  
Snowball Sampling 
1. We are looking for other successful elementary level principals who serve as literacy leaders within their 
schools. Can you think a principal of an academically successful elementary level school that has a 
reputation for literacy leadership in their building? Can you provide contact information? 
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Appendix D 
 
Principal Interview Protocols 
 
Semi-Structured Principal Interview Protocol #1  
Questions: 
1. Please share your understanding of literacy leadership and share why you believe it is 
important for your school. 
2. You and your school were selected to participate in this study because you have a 
reputation for successfully fostering a school-wide literacy mission resulting in high 
levels of student learning. Please describe 3-4 leadership practices that you attribute to 
promoting a strong literacy culture within your school. 
3. How is your leadership influencing your staff’s instructional practices related to literacy? 
Is there formal school-wide literacy vision? If so, please describe what it entails. 
4. What role do you play in the planning and coordinating of teaching and curriculum? 
5. Please describe how you monitor literacy instruction within your school. 
a. (Follow-up)-What do you look for during classroom visits, evaluations, and walk-
throughs? 
6. Please describe how students’ achievement in the area of literacy is monitored. 
7. What supports are provided for students who are not making adequate progress in the 
area of literacy learning?  
8. Please describe how instructional time is allocated for literacy teaching and learning in 
your school.  
9. Please give an example of collaboration that has occurred between your school and 
students’ families that supports literacy learning. 
10. Please provide examples of how you evaluate the adequacy and effectiveness of the 
systems that help support and sustain your school’s literacy mission? 
Semi-Structured Principal Interview Protocol #2 
Questions: 
1. What school structures are currently in place that promote a focus on literacy?  
a. Did you implement or design the model or was it a part of the school prior to your 
tenure? 
2. Please provide an example of professional development opportunities made available to 
your staff that has focused on literacy teaching and learning.  
3. Please describe how organizational and instructional program coherence is ensured 
throughout your school. 
4. Please share how your leadership empowers others to get involved with school-wide 
literacy initiatives. 
5. What formal and informal school structures are currently in place to support staff 
members’ ownership of the school’s literacy mission? 
6. If you were to explain to other principals how to serve as a literacy leader in their 
schools, what are the initial steps they should take and why?  
7. If you were to give those same principals an awareness of the challenges they will face as 
they serve as literacy leaders within their buildings, what should they consider?  
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Appendix E 
 
Semi-Structured Focus Group Interview Protocol 
 
*Prior to the Focus Group-describe the potential risks 
 
Questions: 
 
1. Is there a literacy mission in this school? If so, please describe what it entails. 2. Does your school use an instructional framework to determine what is taught? If so, 
please describe.	  
3. What are the formal and informal structures within this school that support students’ 
literacy learning? 
4. In what ways are teachers in this school involved in decision making regarding formal 
and informal structures that support students’ literacy learning?  
5. Specifically pertaining to literacy achievement, in what ways are student learning data 
monitored? Please describe any ways in which building-wide conversations are held 
around literacy achievement. 
6. In what ways, if any, does this school involve students’ families in their literacy 
development? 
7. What challenges have teachers and the school faced as you work to ensure that all 
students reach high levels of literacy? How have you been able to address these 
challenges? 
8. What resources are provided within the school to overcome the challenges to effectively 
improve whole school learning? 
9. In what ways have teachers enhanced their skills in teaching literacy? 
10. How much daily time is allotted for literacy instruction to 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade students? 
How do the school leaders ensure that this time is protected, without interruption? 
11. Please describe how the principal provides oversight and support to literacy instruction.  
12. Is professional development aligned with your schools’ instructional framework?  
13. Please discuss 2 or 3 principal leadership practices that assist in clarifying the literacy 
mission within your school. 
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Appendix F 
 
Site Observation Protocol  
 
Type of observation:  
  Meeting  
o participant/s: 
 
o locations: 
 
o time: 
 
o focus/topic: 
 
o permitted informed consent:  
 
Literacy Mission Coherence 
Instructional Time Monitoring Student Data 
Prevention/Remediation 
Structures 
Family Collaboration 
 
 
Walk-­throughs	  
Professional	  Development	  
Resources	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